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Praise for Firebrand


‘Green Rider is a wonderfully captivating heroic fantasy adventure. Kristen Britain’s fast paced plot kept me eagerly turning pages. This is the rarest of finds: a truly enjoyable read’


Terry Goodkind


‘This captivating fantasy is filled with adventure, action, and heroes. Karigan grows tremendously as a person and in the end finds her own place in this world. The characters, including minor ones, are well-developed and the plot is complex enough to get the reader thinking. This is a real page-turner’


Voya


‘Kristen Britain is one of the most astonishing fantasy writers working today. She has created a richly imagined world where magic is as real as courage, and where a young woman’s heroism can change the course of history’


Tess Gerritsen


‘Britain keeps the excitement high from beginning to end, balancing epic magical battles with the humour and camaraderie of Karigan and her fellow Riders’


Publishers Weekly


‘The gifted Ms Britain writes with ease and grace as she creates a mesmerizing fantasy ambiance and an appealing heroine quite free of the normal clichés’


Romantic Times


‘Stunning . . . a really talented new writer’ Anne McCaffrey ‘Continuing the epic tale begun in Green Rider and First Rider’s Call, Britain’s latest novel combines familiar characters with new allies and enemies as it builds to a crucial point in the history of the land. Readers of epic fantasy and series followers will want this finely honed, skilfully crafted tale’


Library Journal











KRISTEN BRITAIN


[image: Images]


FIREBRAND


GOLLANCZ


LONDON











ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


The creation of a book is a journey, a dangerous quest through dark forests of malevolent story threads, steaming, stinking quagmires of grammatical conundrums, and toothy mountain ranges of authorial uncertainty. Opposing forces of all kinds (including procrastination orcs) attempt to thwart the goal of the quest. (That would be the book you now hold.) The author would not overcome such obstacles without helpers along the way. This is her (my) opportunity to thank them.


Any quest would be much more difficult and lonely without stalwart companions to help face the many perils encountered. Thank you to the Schoodic Peninsula Writers Group East (especially when I presented stacks of chapters for critique): Cynthia Thayer, Brian Dyer Stewart, Melinda Rice, and Bianca Lech.


Some quests require someone with an extraordinary skill to accomplish a task in order for the protagonist to achieve her goal. In a fantasy story, that might be a thief or sword-fighter. In the production of this book, it was the sharp pen-wielding expertise of my copyeditor, Annaliese Jakimides. I thank her for her skillful and sensitive touch in making this book better. Yay style sheets!


If I am to take this analogy further, there has to be a wizard, and that title I give to my editor, Betsy Wollheim, who magically brings everything together, and whose story insight I value. Working with Betsy at DAW Books are co-wizard and co-editor, Sheila Gilbert, and their wizardlings: Josh Starr, Katie Hoffman, Briar Herrera-Ludwig, Sarah Guan, Peter Stampfel, and George. I thank them all for the benevolent use of their magic on my books. And actually, they sort of sound like a rock band.


There is often a mysterious, cloaked figure in a story who makes things happen behind the scenes. In my case, there are three. I thank my agents Russell Galen, Danny Baror, and Heather Baror-Shapiro for doing the mysterious things they do.




Thank you also to artist Donato Giancola who has cast a magical spell of his own with yet another beautiful cover painting, as well as to his counterpart in France, Alexandre Dainche.


I also thank wise woman Chris (Chrissy) Thompson for sitting with me in coffee shops to pursue some very odd conversations despite the concerned looks and raised eyebrows of other patrons directed our way.


And to my readers, thank you for giving the Green Rider books a try. You are, for a writer, journey’s end. Now, where is the village tavern and its barkeep?


* * *


Ruth Stuart, I miss you, but I always see you in the shimmer of the stars at night.











For
Elizabeth Patton
and
Katharyn Howd Machan
and
all the educators
whose encouragement lifted me
like a leaf
upon a wisp
of a
breeze













[image: Images]













[image: images] ARRIVALS [image: images]


[image: images]“I know you can do it.” Mara placed her hands on Karigan’s shoulders and squeezed.


“But—”


“You survived Blackveil and Mornhavon the Black. You’ve even been through time!”


“I don’t know . . .” Karigan glanced uncertainly toward the open doors of the throne room. The guards posted there watched her with interest.


“I know.” Mara turned her around and marched her toward the entrance.


This had to happen sooner or later, Karigan thought, but still she resisted. Mara just pushed harder until they stood on the threshold.


“Now be a good Green Rider and go on in there,” Mara said.


“Easy for you to say. Aren’t you coming?”


“Heavens no! You couldn’t drag me.”


“Coward.” Karigan knew her friend meant well, but a little more support would not have been asking too much.


Mara simply smiled and gave her a gentle push. Karigan took a shaky breath and stepped across the threshold into the throne room.


“KARIGAN HELGADORF G’LADHEON!”


It thundered like a pronouncement of doom from the gods, and she pivoted as if to run back the way she had come, but Mara, arms crossed and shaking her head, blocked her escape.


“Helgadorf?” asked an amused voice. King Zachary.




Karigan winced, and warmth crept into her cheeks. Mara grinned at her.


“Named after her great grand aunt, Your Majesty,” came a crusty reply. “A prickly old banshee no one particularly liked. Why Stevic would name her after—”


“Brini!” came a sharp warning.


Karigan slowly turned back around. There arrayed before the king’s throne, with a frazzled-looking Captain Mapstone in their midst, were her aunts, all four of them, and standing aloof just off to the side, her father. When Mara had informed her of their arrival, she’d been caught off guard, for they’d sent no forewarning, and it was winter, when travel was difficult. Karigan, still struggling to adjust to ordinary life after her all-too-recent adventures, coupled with the accompanying darkness and sorrow, now faced a huge dose of “ordinary” in the form of her family, and it threatened to overwhelm her.


Her aunts could exasperate even the stoutest of souls at the best of times, and she was so very tired . . .


“Helgadorf was more a leader than anyone else on Black Island during her day,” Aunt Stace said with a sniff. “She organized the island to repel pirates and raids from the Under Kingdoms.”


“She was still a banshee,” Aunt Brini muttered, and then whispered loud enough for all to hear, “and she still is.”


Great Grand Aunt Helgadorf had been dead for forty years.


Ignoring her sister, Aunt Stace, with her hands on her hips, said, “Don’t just stand there like a post without a fence, Kari girl, come here.”


Karigan glanced over her shoulder. Mara had not lingered to witness the reunion. She considered making a run for it, but doing so would only prolong the inevitable. Best to face them now. She took a deep breath and started walking slowly down the runner like a swimmer reluctant to dive into icy water. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see her family—she loved them more than anything—but she didn’t want to face their questions about the expedition into Blackveil, about how she’d gone missing and was presumed dead. She didn’t want to speak of the future and her experiences there because



 to do so was to relive the dark. And her memories of Cade? Those were hers, and hers alone, and not a casual topic of conversation. Knowing her aunts, however, they would pick and pry until they stripped the carcass to the bone.


When she had written them after her return just over a month ago, she’d been characteristically terse, reassuring them she was alive and well, but avoiding the painful details. Captain Mapstone had also written her father, but she had no idea what had been said. Her aunts’ questions would come, she knew, from a place of love and concern, but she was not ready or willing to encourage them with additional fodder.


And then there was the subject of her eye, about which she had said nothing, and about which they were bound to make an issue. She touched the leather patch that covered it, her right eye, and took another determined breath and picked up her pace. When she reached her aunts, they swarmed her with crushing hugs and kisses and complaints.


“You are too skinny!”


“We were told you were dead!”


“Thank the gods you came back to us.”


Aunt Gretta stared at her critically, her head canted to the side. “What is wrong with your eye?”


“Got something in it, is all,” Karigan replied.


“Let me see.” Aunt Gretta reached for her eyepatch.


“No!” Karigan backed away.


“I just want to see what’s wrong with your eye,” Aunt Gretta said in a stung voice.


Karigan covered it with her hand. “No.”


“Removing the patch,” Captain Mapstone said, “causes her eye pain.”


That was very true, but it was so much more than that.


Because the captain had spoken up, all four aunts now turned on her demanding explanations. The captain must have known this would happen, and Karigan made a mental note to thank her at the next opportunity.


Her father, who had stood remote, used the distraction to finally reach for her, his arms wide open. She stepped into his embrace and hugged him hard. “We had to come and see



you,” he murmured. “Nothing could stop us. We thought we had lost you.”


“I know,” she said, “but I came back. I am too stubborn to be lost. Stubborn, like you.”


When they parted, he rubbed his eyes. Karigan stared, astonished. Had she ever seen him cry before? He took a rattling breath and collected himself. “I would like the complete story of what happened to you. The captain,” and now his voice tightened, “was vague on the subject, and your letter was, shall we say, rather lacking?”


“I, uh—”


At that moment, a hand rested on her sleeve. Startled, she looked up. The king. He had descended from his throne chair and approached from her blind side. She’d never get used to the loss of her peripheral vision in that eye.


“Your Majesty,” she said a little breathlessly. She looked down, unable to meet his gaze, for it held so much that remained unresolved between them.


“I believe your captain requires rescuing.”


She glanced at her besieged captain. All four aunts were still chivvying her about Karigan’s appearance, and didn’t she take better care of the people under her command? Thankfully, Karigan thought, they could not see her other scars, those of the flesh hidden by her uniform, as well as the invisible wounds within.


“Enough,” she told them firmly. “Captain Mapstone is not to blame for anything.” When this failed to quell their outrage, she added, “And do not forget you are in the king’s presence.”


That silenced them, and quite suddenly they each looked ashamed and started curtsying to the king and uttering chastened apologies. Captain Mapstone simply looked relieved.


“Sir Karigan,” the king said, “We are releasing you from duty so you may spend a couple days with your family. We hope you will be able to satisfy their curiosity about your most recent exploits. And to your family, We say, know that Sir Karigan has Our highest esteem. She has served this realm well and courageously time and again. She should receive no reproach from her closest kin, only praise and honor.”




Karigan stared at him in surprise. First, he had used the royal “we,” which she had rarely, if ever, heard from him. Then there was the rest of his speech. Her aunts looked astonished and her father very proud. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t known the king regarded her highly; he had knighted her, after all, but it must have made more of an impression on them coming directly from his mouth. It certainly impressed Karigan.


Her father bowed. “Thank you, sire. I have always considered my daughter exceptional, and it pleases me she has served Your Majesty well. But we have been enough of a distraction to you, as you must have important matters of state to attend to.”


As if his words had been prescient, there was a brief commotion at the throne room entrance, and a moment later, Neff, the herald, bolted down the length of the room and bowed before the king. “Your Majesty, visitors from—”


He didn’t have to complete his sentence for them to know where the visitors were from. Three of them, cloaked in shimmering gray against the winter, entered the throne room. The dim afternoon light seemed to stretch through the tall windows for the singular purpose of brightening their presence. The trio glided down the runner with long, matched strides. Not too fast, not too slow.


Aunt Tory tugged on Karigan’s sleeve. “Child, are those Elt? Real Elt?”


“Very real,” she murmured on an exhalation. A sense of familiarity washed over her. Not as if she had experienced this scene before, but more as if there were a rightness to it, like a thread of time that had been realigned.


Also, because the Eletian leading his two companions was well known to her.


“Lhean.”


He halted before her and nodded. “Galadheon.”


Aunt Brini loudly whispered, “Why does he say our name like that?”


Karigan did not answer. Unable to restrain herself, she hugged Lhean. She had never hugged an Eletian before, and he stiffened in surprise, then relaxed and hugged her back, if



tentatively. He smelled of the winter wind and fresh snow. They had been through much together, the two of them, first the journey into Blackveil, then being thrust into the future. He was Karigan’s only living link to what had befallen her in the future, the only one, besides herself, who had known what it was really like there.


He studied her for a timeless moment, and what went on behind his clear blue eyes, she could not say. Eletians, their behaviors and expressions, were not always easy to interpret. Then he nodded to himself as if satisfied by his observation of her. “It is good to see you again.”


He swiftly turned from her, and he and his companions bowed to King Zachary. The others were familiar to Karigan, as well. She had briefly met Enver and Idris upon her return from the future to the present.


Karigan’s aunts watched the scene in wide-eyed enchantment. Her father, however, glowered. Karigan knew he distrusted all things magical, and Eletians embodied magic as no other beings did. She was sure he also resented them for any questionable influence they’d had over his late wife and daughter.


“We bring you greetings, Firebrand,” Lhean told the king, “from our prince, Ari-matiel Jametari.”


King Zachary stepped up to the dais and sat once more upon his throne chair. “And to what honor do I owe his greetings, brought in the midst of winter?”


Karigan knew she should be escorting her family out of the throne room so the king could conduct his business without an audience, but she couldn’t help herself. A visit by Eletians was momentous, and besides, it was Lhean! What, she wondered, would he tell King Zachary?


His answer, however, was delayed, delayed by the arrival of yet another unexpected visitor.
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[image: images]A bedraggled figure stood uncertainly in the throne room entrance, wrapped in a bulky, hooded fur coat and trailing a scarf. Everyone watched as Neff spoke to and peered beneath the hood of the visitor, who tugged a flat object out of a satchel and showed it to him. He studied it for a moment, and then coming to some conclusion, turned and hastened down the runner.


When Neff reached the dais, he announced, “Your Majesty, Lady Estral Andovian, daughter and heir of Lord Fiori, the Golden Guardian of Selium, begs an audience.”


“Estral?” Karigan hadn’t realized she’d blurted her friend’s name aloud until she noticed everyone’s gaze on her.


“Of course,” King Zachary told Neff. Then projecting his voice down the length of the room, he said, “Please approach, Lady Estral. You are ever welcome.”


The Eletians, speaking softly to one another, intently watched Estral’s advance. Their musical voices, however, were drowned out by the chatter of Karigan’s aunts.


Estral’s steps looked pained as she moved forward, and it was clear she was experiencing some difficulty. It was Karigan’s father who leaped to her aid. He strode to her and placed his arm around her for support. Karigan, as if roused from a dream, shook herself and followed after him. As she neared Estral, it was easier to see the windblown tendrils of sandy hair sticking out from beneath her hood. White patches had formed in the middle of her ruddy cheeks.


Frostbite.




She did not spare Karigan a glance, but kept determinedly pushing forward, her gaze fixed on the king.


“Send for a mender,” Karigan’s father ordered. “I don’t think she can feel her feet.”


Karigan did not hesitate, but ran to the corridor just outside the throne room entrance where a couple of Green Foot runners stood on duty.


“We need a mender down here,” she told one of them. “Get Rider-Mender Simeon now!”


“Yes, ma’am!” the boy said, and he set off down the corridor at top speed.


Karigan’s step faltered as she turned back to the throne room. When in the name of the gods had she become a ma’am? It made her feel old. Maybe it had just been the tone of her voice that inspired the boy’s response, or maybe to those young Green Foot runners she was old. Ancient, even.


She trotted back down the length of the throne room to find the king, the captain, her aunts and father, and the Eletians gathered around Estral, who was seated on the bottom step of the dais. Lhean knelt before her, helping her to sip from a flask.


“It is a warming cordial,” Lhean explained.


After just a few sips, Estral’s color looked better, but she did not speak, and then Karigan remembered that she could not. Mara, who had caught Karigan up on so much news upon her return, had told her Estral’s voice had been stolen by a magical spell.


Aunt Stace held Estral’s hands in her own to warm them. Aunt Gretta was removing her boots.


“She needs a lukewarm bath,” Aunt Brini said.


Lhean continued to speak to Estral in a voice so quiet that Karigan could not hear his words. She wondered what he said. Captain Mapstone and the king, meanwhile, stood aside, shoulder to shoulder, gazing at the flat object Estral had carried with her—a slate—and spoke to one another in low voices.


What was that about?


Karigan’s gaze swept beyond those who hovered over Estral to where Lhean’s companions stood, and she caught Enver watching her. He quickly looked away. Since her arrival



home, she’d caught people staring at her every now and then. Rumors had been circulating about her returning from the dead in spectacular fashion on Night of Aeryc. She really couldn’t blame them for looking at her askance, and she wouldn’t have given Enver a second thought, except that his averting his gaze struck her as not very Eletianlike. An Eletian, she believed, would not care if she caught him staring, but just as she thought when she had first met him, she suspected he was not a typical Eletian, or maybe not even a full Eletian, which was an interesting notion.


Fortunately, Ben Simeon and a trio of apprentice menders soon arrived. Ben knelt beside Estral, and he and his assistants helped her into a litter, then buried her beneath blankets. All the while, Karigan’s aunts provided Ben with their unsolicited advice.


“Please, Aunt Tory,” Karigan pleaded, tugging on her aunt’s sleeve, “he doesn’t need your recipe for hot toddies just now.”


Ben cast her a grateful, harried glance.


“Do not spare the whiskey, young man,” Aunt Tory exhorted. It was not a surprising suggestion, as she was rather fond of strong toddies herself.


Despite the “help” of Karigan’s aunts, the menders worked efficiently.


“It will be all right,” Karigan tried to reassure Estral, but if she heard, Karigan could not tell, and the menders lifted her away on her litter and whisked her from the throne room.


Karigan stood at a loss, feeling torn about which direction to go. She glanced from the Eletians, who were now conferring with the king, to her family, and then to the throne room entrance, through which Estral and her bearers disappeared.


Captain Mapstone joined Karigan and her father, the slate tucked beneath her arm. Aunt Gretta marched up to them and said, “Those menders best heed my advice. I have plenty of experience with frostbite.”


“I am sure they’ve got all the expertise they need,” Karigan’s father replied.


Aunt Gretta made an indignant hurrumphing noise, standing square with her hands on her hips. “You have no appreciation



 for all I’ve ever done for you, Stevic, including caring for your bouts of frostbite.”


“Gretta—”


Uh oh, Karigan thought.


“You remember the time Stevic went into the snow in only his smallclothes?” Aunt Gretta asked her sisters.


Aunt Brini snickered, and the others nodded.


“Gretta, no,” he said in a strangled voice. “It is unseemly to—”


She jabbed her finger at his chest. “Who kept you from freezing, eh? All your little fingers and toes, your ears and cheeks, and your wee little—”


“Enough! That’s—I was only four years old!”


A wicked gleam shone in Aunt Gretta’s eyes. “Wouldn’t be any Kari if I hadn’t been there to thaw out your important bits.”


Karigan’s father looked mortified. Captain Mapstone had turned away with her hand over her mouth, either choking or laughing, or both. Karigan glanced toward the king and was relieved to find he was absorbed in conversation with his visitors and seemingly unaware of the familial squabbling occurring in his throne room.


Stevic G’ladheon restrained further outburst and straightened his shoulders as if to exude dignity, but he only looked pained. He took a deep breath, then a second, before speaking. “It is time to leave.” He stared his sister down. “The menders have their hands full, and so does Karigan.” He passed Aunt Stace a significant look.


Ordinarily, the sisters would heed Aunt Stace when they would not heed their brother, but before she could even open her mouth, Aunt Tory complained in a querulous voice, “He is always telling us what to do.”


The others nodded in agreement and made no move to leave. Karigan was sure it was going to turn into a scene, one she’d rather avoid in the king’s throne room. She gazed at the walls, where in sheltered alcoves, the king’s Weapons stood watch. They were so silent, so still, their black uniforms blending in with the shadows, that it was easy to forget they were there, and that was how they liked it. She espied her friend



Donal, if a Weapon could be deemed a friend, and gestured frantically for his help.


At first Donal remained statue-still as if he had not seen Karigan, or chose to ignore her. As the voices of her aunts grew in pitch at their brother’s attempt to shepherd them out of the throne room, Karigan despaired, but then Donal did move, and a second Weapon, Travis, fell in step with him, though Donal had given no discernible signal.


“Clever of you,” a forgotten Captain Mapstone murmured beside her, humor alight in her hazel eyes.


The two Weapons halted in front of Karigan’s aunts, who fell into a wary, and welcome, silence. Weapons were deadly warriors and forbidding in countenance. Most found it unnerving to fall under their stern gazes. Donal bowed, leaving all four aunts, it appeared, flabbergasted.


“As you are family of our esteemed Sir Karigan,” Donal told them, “it would be our honor to escort you out.”


It could have just as easily been a courteous offer to throw them out.


It sounded like Captain Mapstone was trying not to laugh again. Karigan’s aunts remained speechless, clearly flummoxed by being confronted by two of the king’s own Weapons up close with their warrior bearing and stony, solemn faces. Her aunts craned their necks to look up at Donal. He towered over them, all shoulders and black leather. Karigan had never seen her aunts so silent. Even in sleep they were not this quiet.


Then Donal did the inconceivable—he offered Aunt Stace his arm in a courtly manner. She tentatively took it, gazing up at him uncertainly. With little prompting, he and she started to walk down the runner toward the entryway of the throne room. Aunt Tory, Aunt Brini, and Aunt Gretta hastened after them. Travis brought up the rear.


“Breyan’s gold,” Karigan’s father said in awe and relief. “I have never seen the like. I’d take one of these Weapons home with me, but I do not think it would be long before my sisters had him cowed like the rest of us.”


“You are clearly of one family,” Captain Mapstone remarked.




Karigan and her father glanced at the captain, who offered them an innocent smile and shrug.


“Hmm,” Stevic G’ladheon said after a considered moment, his eyebrows drawn together as he regarded the captain with an enigmatic look. Abruptly he turned to Karigan. “I had better catch up before those Weapons return and decide to haul me out, too, but I wanted a hug and to tell you that I will see you again tomorrow. When your duties permit.” As they embraced, he added, “I bet Estral could use a friend right now.”


He then nodded to the captain and strode away. Karigan watched after him, one part relieved and one part sorry he was leaving already. But as he said, she would see him tomorrow. He was only going into the city. It was not as if he were departing for Corsa.


“I think your father is right,” Captain Mapstone told her. “Lady Estral could use a friend right now, and probably these, too.” She handed Karigan the slate and a piece of chalk.


Karigan stared blankly at the items, until she realized this was how Estral communicated. Scrawled across the slate in smudged chalk were the words: Father still missing. Please help. Her father, Mara had told Karigan, had been missing since the summer. The words were deceptively simple, for she could well guess the depth of sorrow and fear behind them.


“Don’t worry about our visitors,” Captain Mapstone said. “I will call on you if we need anything. On your way out, could you please send a runner after the king’s other counselors?”


That was a dismissal if Karigan had ever heard one. She looked regretfully at Lhean, his back to her as he spoke with the king. Not only did she want to know what had brought the Eletians to Sacor City, but she wished to speak with Lhean. She wanted to ask him what he remembered of the future, to validate all that had happened to her there. Surely he would not leave without seeing her first, but one never knew with Eletians.


Her father and the captain were also right—Estral could use a friend right now, and that overrode Karigan’s own needs. Reluctantly she left the throne room behind and, as



requested, sent a Green Foot runner after the king’s counselors, and received another “Yes, ma’am!” in return.


She headed to the mending wing, and once there, Ben greeted her with a smile. “Lady Estral is fine. I’ve thawed out her flesh, and there will be no permanent harm resulting from the frostbite. She is, however, very tired, so don’t keep her awake if she wishes to sleep.”


When Ben said he’d “thawed her flesh,” he meant it literally. He had trained as a mender before hearing the Rider call, and the call had brought out his innate gift for true healing. His magic had healed Estral of her frostbite.


Karigan stared at the door, unsure of her welcome. She and Estral had not parted well on the morning of the spring equinox, the day Karigan had crossed over the D’Yer Wall and entered Blackveil Forest.


She had arrived at the wall, a sense of doom weighing on her at the prospect of entering beneath the shadowy eaves of the forest. She might not return. She might not see those whom she loved ever again. Despite being among friends, she felt alone and hoped that Alton would help assuage her fears, comfort her on the eve of her departure into who-knew-what dangers. Alton, with whom she had once been close. They might have had more, but for their erratic schedules and a certain reluctance on her part.


Despite the fact she had never told Alton one way or the other how she felt about him, even as he indicated he desired more, she had expected him to be there for her, to welcome her into his arms. She had expected him to wait for her. It never crossed her mind that he might fall for someone else.


And she certainly never expected him to fall for her best friend.


Estral had found her way to the wall well before Karigan arrived with the expedition, and she and Alton had fallen in love. Karigan clenched her hands recalling her feelings of betrayal with fresh intensity. She’d been a fool, reacted badly. Childishly. On the morning of the equinox, she had entered Blackveil, spurning her would-be lover and her best friend.


She might never have returned, might have gone to her grave without reconciling with either of them. But now time



had passed and she had been through so very much, and her anger had faded long ago. The world, she thought, was too perilous and uncertain to throw away the bond of friendship over something she was not clear she had ever really wanted in the first place.


The question was, would Estral forgive her for her execrable behavior back at the wall?


There was only one way to find out, and she knocked on the door.
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[image: images]Karigan tentatively opened the door and peered into Estral’s room. A lamp was set at low glow, but she made out her friend propped up on pillows, covered in extra blankets, and sipping a steaming liquid out of a mug. Broth, she guessed, unless Ben had followed Aunt Tory’s instructions for a hot toddy.


“Do you mind having a visitor?” she asked.


Estral smiled and gestured that she should enter. Karigan crossed the room to the chair next to Estral’s bed. Her friend looked much better, her cheeks a warm pink, but dark circles beneath her eyes revealed her exhaustion.


“I—I thought you might want these.” Karigan held out the slate and chalk.


Estral set her mug aside on a small table and eagerly took the items, but before she could write a message, Karigan said, “I have something to say.” Estral glanced up at her curiously. Karigan took a deep breath as she gathered her courage to say what she had to say. “I—I need to tell you I’m sorry. I’m sorry for my behavior when I last saw you. It was uncalled for. I was childish.”


Her heart thrummed in fear as she waited to see how Estral would respond. After a moment, Estral reached over and squeezed her wrist and shook her head. Then she hastily wiped away the previous message on her slate and wrote, I understand why you were upset. No apology needed. Afraid I’d lost you forever. It was in her eyes, the grief, the despair.


Karigan’s throat constricted and she fought back tears. “That is far better than I deserve.”




Estral wrote, It’s called friendship.


They hugged, cried, and laughed together, and agreed to forget any regrettable behavior of the past.


When once more they were settled, Estral took up her slate. The chalk tip-tap-tapped as she wrote, So good to see you. Was worried—Blackveil, you dead. She then pointed at her own eye to indicate Karigan’s patch, her expression full of questions. She wrote, Tell me everything. Got only pieces at wall.


Estral may have lost her voice, but her curiosity remained intact.


“It’s a very long story,” Karigan said. Or was it? She remembered so very little, at least about her time in the future, just fragments from notes she had made after her return to the castle. There were some details and people she could picture quite clearly, thanks to drawings made for her by the ghost of Yates Cardell, but to give a linear tale of her adventures? The part about Blackveil, maybe, but not so much about what had come after.


As for her eye, with a shard of the looking mask lodged in it, it was its own long story.


“We can talk about that later,” Karigan added. “Right now I’m more worried about you. Why in the bloody hells are you traveling in this weather?”


Estral wrote furiously on her slate. Father missing too long. No word. Very worried.


“The king has all his Riders keeping their eyes and ears open.” Karigan glanced at the frosty window. Of course, few Riders had gotten out on errands between storms. “Word has also been passed from garrison to garrison. You don’t think he’s with your mother?” Estral’s mother managed a lumber camp in the northern wilds.


Estral shook her head.


“So,” Karigan said, “you decided to set out and look for him yourself.”


Estral nodded, her expression fierce. She wrote, And to prod the king—more searchers.


Karigan suppressed a smile at the idea of prodding the king—any king, for that matter. One just did not do that, but



Estral wasn’t just anyone. Beneath her gentle demeanor was the heart of a catamount. As for searching, where and how would she even begin? First of all, this was Estral who disliked travel and leaving home. For all that she’d spent a good amount of time down by the D’Yer Wall, Karigan knew her friend was an avowed homebody. Second, it was a big world—Lord Fiori could be almost anywhere. Not to mention it was winter, and a fierce one at that. Estral had survived the journey to Sacor City from the wall, but by the look of it, just barely.


WELL? Estral demanded, underlining the word three times. Aren’t you going to tell me I’m stupid?


“Of course not,” Karigan replied. “If it was my father, I’d want to search, too.” Just the idea of someone she loved going missing, however, gripped her so suddenly, so unexpectedly, she caught her breath. Grief surfaced sharp and raw, and a tremor daggered through her body. She fought to maintain her composure, to rein in a torrent of emotion.


Cade . . . Without him, she was but cold ashes.


Estral reached over and placed her hand on Karigan’s, her eyes of sea green conveying her appreciation for Karigan’s understanding and, perhaps, detecting her distress, concern.


Karigan took a trembling breath before she could speak again, hastening to move on from the grief that haunted her. “And what did Alton have to say about your plan to leave and search for your father?”


Estral shrugged, her expression inscrutable.


“You didn’t tell him, did you?”


Estral wrote, Left note.


Karigan could only imagine how well that went over. The wall had changed Alton, he had grown more volatile, and she knew he’d be distraught by Estral’s departure. It did not help that, at the moment, there was no direct contact between the castle and the wall, so there was no way to allay his fears. Rider-Lieutenant Connly, whose ability was to mentally communicate with another Rider who was stationed at the wall, was stranded by the weather in the west. She could only hope the storms would calm so Connly could make his way back and restore contact. If the weather settled down, they could also send a message by conventional means.




“I’ll ask the captain to send Alton word of your arrival when we are able,” Karigan said.


Estral once again touched her hand in gratitude and mouthed, Thank you. Then she yawned.


Karigan stood. “I was told you were very tired. I’d better go so you can rest.”


Estral looked ready to protest, then seemed to reassess. She sagged against her pillows.


“We’ll talk again when you are feeling better,” Karigan assured her. “I’ll look in on you tomorrow.”


Estral held her arms open, and the two embraced, something Karigan had feared she’d never get to do again.


She stepped out into the corridor of the mending wing and softly shut Estral’s door behind her, then paused, closing her eyes. It had turned into an eventful day, but even with all the surprise visitors, she was left feeling bereft, alone.


When she returned from the future to her present, she had been torn from Cade. He had been unable to cross through time with her. His loss cut through her gut—cold, steely, and excruciating, but she tried to cope with it by throwing herself into her duties—minding the Rider accounts, mucking stalls, cleaning tack, working with Arms Master Drent . . . She kept hoping time would give her distance, make each passing day a little easier, dull the pain. Some days she would begin to feel as if she were regaining her equilibrium, feel like her old self again, and then something—the sound of a voice that had a familiar texture to it, or even the scent of boiled cabbage, strangely enough—would bring it all back, remind her of those last moments when they were ripped from one another, leaving them separated by a gulf of almost two hundred years.


She constantly wondered what had become of him, or rather, what would become of him. Her return had to have altered the threads of time in some way, and there was no telling if he would even exist in the future now.


She set off, leaving the mending wing behind. The walls around her blurred as she walked, descended stairs, crossed through halls and corridors. She had been doing well for several



 days in a row now, but Estral’s distress for her father had heightened Karigan’s own sense of vulnerability, aroused her fear for all that could be lost, and her grief for what had been.


Lhean’s presence also brought the pain back with a sharp, terrible immediacy. He had been in the future with her, had met Cade. He’d been there the very moment Cade had been torn from her. Lhean was her connection to memories of which she possessed only glimpses. She wanted to speak of Cade with Lhean. Doing so, she thought, would keep him alive, but would also hurt. Sometimes she wished she could forget so the pain would go away. Oblivion would be so much easier.


The castle appeared nearly empty. Most inhabitants would be at supper at this hour. The deserted corridors echoed the hollowness she felt within.


She shook her head thinking that only she could feel lonely when her father and aunts had come all the way from Corsa to visit her, and her best friend was also here.


She turned down the dim main corridor of the Rider wing, suddenly exhausted by it all. She would take advantage of the quiet, and sit and rest in the Rider common room. It was usually too noisy with boisterous young Riders made restive by being stuck indoors for so long, but with them all at supper, the common room beckoned.


Yes, she would sit for a while and think of Cade. She would try to remember.


[image: images]


Anna the ash girl was just exiting the Rider wing with full buckets when she espied Rider Sir Karigan’s approach, her head bowed in a thoughtful manner. Possessed by some unknown urge, and before she could be seen, Anna scurried away and hid behind a bulky suit of armor standing at attention in the main corridor.


She watched Sir Karigan enter the Rider wing, continuing at her deliberate pace. Anna carefully set her buckets and



brooms down, trusting they would remain unnoticed behind the armor, and crept back to the entrance of the Rider wing. The area had been abandoned by its occupants, who were off to supper. She’d been on her own there while cleaning the fireplaces and stoves that kept it warm, but she hadn’t felt entirely alone. Certain sections of the castle, the really old parts like the Rider wing, often left her feeling spooked, like she was being watched by someone who was not there. She hated when she had to work in such places by herself, but was now inexorably drawn back by the presence of Sir Karigan.


She slipped into the dim, rough-hewn corridor of the Rider wing, making sure to keep her distance, clinging to the wall thinking she could dart into one of the arched doorways that led into the bed chambers, if need be.


What am I doing? Anna wondered. Her fellow servants often called her “Mousie” for being so timid and quiet, but for some reason, she could not help herself. She had always been intrigued by the Green Riders, their easygoing manner, the confidence with which they carried themselves. They rode into danger willingly, knowing they might never come back. Most of them were commoners like her.


Among them, Sir Karigan stood out.


They had said she was dead, but she had returned, and if rumor held truth, she had returned in a most unusual manner.


Spat right outta thin air, as Wallf the footman would say, reverting to his common burr, rather than the more refined speech he used when on duty in the presence of the highborn. He had been working in the king’s great hall during the feasting on Night of Aeryc. Spat right outta thin air and landed on the table of the nobles. What a mess! And Lord Mirwell howling like a cat in heat when the soup spilled and scorched his itty bits.


Up ahead, Sir Karigan turned into the common room. After cleaning the spent ashes in the fireplace there, Anna had banked the coals. The chamber would still be warm. She increased her stride, hoping Sir Karigan didn’t suddenly decide to turn around and discover she was being followed.


Anna slowed as she neared the common room, tiptoed to the doorway, and peered in. Sir Karigan left the lamp on the



big table at low glow, but threw a log onto the coals. She stood there staring into the hearth.


Anna had heard, of course, about some of Sir Karigan’s deeds, how she had helped save the king’s throne from his usurper brother, and how she had helped rescue the queen from Mirwellian thugs, before the queen was the queen, that was. Then she’d been brave enough to go into Blackveil Forest. But Anna also heard rumors of magic and even greater deeds that were not openly discussed. Just whispered nuances she caught as she went about her duties sweeping away ashes. The Riders were careful not to speak of magic—she’d never overheard anything, anyway, but she believed there was a lot more going on than was apparent on the surface, and that Sir Karigan was involved in much of it. It was a shame the Rider could not receive proper acclaim for her accomplishments, but she guessed that was why the king had made her a knight when there had been none for a very long time. For Anna, it just made the Rider more of a mystery.


The log ignited, the hearth flaring with firelight. With a heartfelt sigh, Sir Karigan sank into a rocking chair. Slowly, the chair creaked back and forth. The Rider appeared to have a lot on her mind. If Anna were more brave, she’d ask what troubled her.


I shouldn’t be spying, Anna chided herself. She was about to hurry back to work when the Rider spoke. Anna froze, fearing she’d been discovered. How would she explain? But she then saw the Rider had not shifted her attention and seemed to speak to the fire. She crossed her arms as if to hold herself.


“I miss you,” Sir Karigan was saying. “I would give anything to have you here, or me to be there. To be with you.”


Anna had no idea of whom Sir Karigan spoke. It was odd, she thought. Sir Karigan was regarded with admiration by important people, not least of all the king, and she was often surrounded by her friends and fellow Riders. She had to be strong to survive her many adventures. She’d accomplished heroic deeds. And so Anna thought she would be invulnerable to the difficulties more common folk suffered.


But now she saw how wrong she was. As Sir Karigan



murmured the name “Cade,” she thought she had never heard such pain, seen so lonely a soul.


Anna hurried away, cheeks warm at having witnessed so raw a moment that was not meant to be seen. Even heroes, she learned, bore more sorrows, worse than any bodily wound, than she could have guessed.







[image: images] THE WINTER WOOD [image: images]


[image: images]In the deepening dusk of the winter wood, Grandmother stared in disappointment at the remnants of the snowball on her mittened hand. It had simply crumbled apart, refusing to take form around the knotted yarn as the spell required. The weather had been too frigid to make packable snow.


She shook the snow off her yarn. The weather was too frigid period. Oh, how she yearned for summer. Despite all the hats, mittens, scarves, and socks she knitted for herself and others, no matter the number of furred hides she wrapped around herself, she just couldn’t keep warm. She stamped her feet to force feeling back into them.


A crow cawed among the clacking branches of the winter wood, her only company. She’d needed to leave the encampment of her people, civilians and soldiers of Second Empire alike. She’d come alone because she needed silence and the ability to hear herself think. As Second Empire’s apparent spiritual and practical leader, they constantly sought her counsel on the minutest of troubles, whether they needed her to mediate disputes over the ownership of chickens or help mend a child with the croup. She could not get a moment alone, but today she had even left her granddaughter, Lala, behind.


Yes, she had set off alone, but not without protest from those who looked up to her. The woods were not safe, they said, warning that she could run into a pack of starving groundmites on the hunt, or be tracked by assassins from the king. Why, the woods were filled with ferocious wolves.


“The cold will likely kill me first,” she muttered.




She had shrugged their concerns away and come into the woods alone. If she wanted this spell to work, she needed silence.


Caaaaw!


Relative silence, anyway.


She examined her knots. To the untrained eye, they resembled nothing more than a lump of snarls, but she saw the spells she had instilled in them, full of her intention, potent with magic. There still existed in the natural world powers both small and great, which were the basis of elemental magic. It was possible to go even further and conjure spirits that were an embodiment of specific elements, cause them to manifest and do one’s bidding. The calling of such an entity, however, was not easy, for the conditions would have to be perfect and the spell carried out without flaw. Further complicating the procedure was the fact that elementals were unpredictable. One could try to bind them for better control, but such a tactic could compel them to turn on the spellcaster in retaliation. So, she had been careful to weave into her knots goodwill, as well as what it was she wished to achieve.


An attack on the castle, she thought. She hoped the power she beckoned could accomplish in winter what an army could not.


The flapping of wings drew her attention back to the crow. It shot up through the trees and became a dark blot in the sky, sailing away on air currents.


Truly alone at last, Grandmother examined her knots once more and found them satisfactory. This time she removed her mittens, exposing her flesh to the bitter air, and scooped up more snow. She must use the snow, for it was an expression of the entity’s essence that she called upon. She started molding it around the yarn. This time the heat of her bare hands caused the snow to adhere even as it froze her fingers. She tried to prevent her hatred for the cold from seeping into the spell—such an attitude would surely anger the one she called. She concentrated instead on the beauty of an unsullied field of snow, icicles glistening in pale sunlight, flurries muting the air, the bite and raw power of a blizzard.


She shunted her hatred toward King Zachary and all those



who served him into the spell, for Sacoridia was Second Empire’s ancient enemy. The king hunted and persecuted them, and while her people suffered and perished in this harsh winter, the king stayed warm and well-fed in his grand castle. They needed a victory, Second Empire did, for there had been too few, and if this spell worked, it could bring Sacoridia to ruin. Oh, how she fantasized about what she might do if she could get her hands on the king. He was not invincible, but a man of flesh and blood, and she knew the ways to extract the utmost pain from one such.


“To Sacor City, I beseech you!” she cried, holding the snowball aloft. Better to beseech an elemental for its help than offend it by commanding it. The wind howled and rattled branches seemingly in approval. “To the castle! I call upon your winter fury.”


She tossed the snowball as high as she could. It plummeted back to Earth and plopped into a drift between a pair of trees. She stood over it, blowing on her stinging hands to thaw them before pulling on her mittens.


Nothing happened. The snowball just sat in the crater it had created in the drift.


She waited some more. The crow, or one of its brethren, returned to a branch over her head and cackled. At her, she thought sullenly.


Still nothing.


She hopped up and down to get her blood flowing. She paced and pounded her hands together. It was freezing and she was exhausted by the casting of the spell, and she still had a long walk back to the encampment. The spell, if it had been correctly fashioned, should have worked by now. Standing around and turning into an icicle wasn’t going to change anything.


A howl shattered the quiet of the wood, and was answered by others. Grandmother shivered, and not entirely from the cold. Wolves were on the hunt.


She gave the spell a little more time, but the howls came closer, and she dared not linger. She shook her head at the futility of it all and turned away. What had she expected? Some grand whirlwind of ice to rise up? A snow demon? A



chorus of supernatural beings singing her praises? It was too much to hope that an elemental power would rise forth to aid Second Empire against the Sacoridians, and she wondered what she had done to so displease God.


Her boots squeaked in the snow as she walked away. She decided to forget about elementals and their complicated spells. She would instead focus on simple magic that would restore feeling to her fingertips and toes.
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As the old human trudged away and faded into the woods, the crow turned his keen gaze to a shimmer that grew from the snowball she had discarded. It coalesced into an icy sphere that rose above the snowdrift and hovered, pulsating with life. The crow cocked his head as he watched. He liked the shiny, but was clever enough to know that this was no treasure for him, that he must stay away, for the sphere emanated ancient power like the force of a blizzard, and predatory intent. He shook his feathers, and then settled to keep watch on it.


When the sphere rushed suddenly up into the branches, the crow squawked and, flailing its wings, leaped out of the way. He croaked his displeasure as the sphere sped off through the branches and around tree trunks in a silver streak, and set a course southward.







[image: images] GHOSTS [image: images]


[image: images]Somewhere in the twilight between sleep and awakening, the spirits of the Rider wing gathered around her bed. Smoky figures whispered, their forms flickering and rustling in spectral currents. They fingered her hair and patted her body as she lay curled beneath her blankets. They left cold touches upon her cheek and neck.


She flailed out with a hand as if to knock away the filament of a spider web. Dreams. These were dreams. But still the incessant whispers filled her mind as ghosts told her their stories, stories of battles lost and won, of unruly children and handsome courtiers. They told her of loveless marriages and the loss of true heart mates, the latter causing her to cry in her sleep.


There were triumphs and judgments, complaints and boredom, stories of never-ending tasks lacking fulfillment, that nevertheless repeated themselves over and over. Their stories came in snatches, one crowding out the other.


From the bed beside his sleeping human, Ghost Kitty hissed and swatted at the apparitions if they annoyed him too much, shredding swaths of revenant translucence with living claws.


Under the onslaught, his human twisted and turned and murmured. Undeterred, the ghosts kept coming, drawn to the one who could hear them.







[image: images] RIDER CROTCHETY [image: images]


[image: images]In the morning, Karigan sat alone hunched over a steaming cup of kauv in the dining hall, her head propped on her hand, oblivious to the comings and goings of others around her. Mara slipped onto the bench across the table from her with a bowl of porridge.


“You look terrible,” Mara said.


“Good morning to you, too,” Karigan grumbled, her voice scratchy.


“My, aren’t we all sunshine and kittens. Your aunts keep you up all night, Helgadorf?” Karigan stuck her tongue out at her, and Mara laughed as she dipped her spoon into her porridge. “Seriously, you look like you are on the wrong end of a full night’s carousing at the Cock and Hen.”


Karigan could only wish she’d been indulging in the Cock and Hen’s ale to make her feel so miserable. “No. If you must know, I just haven’t been sleeping well.”


“Is that why you’re drinking kauv? I thought you despised the stuff.”


“I do.” Kauv was as bitter as all five hells, but it was a stronger stimulant than tea, especially with all the sugar she dumped in it to make it palatable. It used to be difficult, or at least expensive, to acquire kauv beans, but that had all changed with a trade agreement between Sacoridia and the Cloud Islands that had gone into effect while she was away. Several of her fellow Riders seemed unable to function without it now, even though they’d never needed it before.


“Makes my hair curl,” Mara said with distaste, tugging on a springy ringlet, “and more curling isn’t what it needs.”




Karigan sipped from her mug and grimaced, and observed Mara watching her intently. Much too intently. “What?”


“I was going to ask, Rider Crotchety, why you haven’t been able to sleep.”


“I am not crotchety.”


“Really?”


Karigan glared at her.


“Well?” Mara pressed, undeterred. “Why can’t you sleep?”


“Dreams, or something.” Karigan shrugged.


Mara sobered at this. “Not surprising considering all you’ve been through. Do you . . .” She lowered her voice. “Do you dream about where you were? About . . . ?”


Karigan knew she was about to ask if she dreamed of Cade. Mara was one of the few who knew much about her experiences in the future. She’d been present when Karigan had reported all she could remember to King Zachary and Captain Mapstone. Karigan had not explicitly told anyone what Cade meant to her, but it was clear Mara had been able to guess.


She shook her head. “No, none of that.” The jumbled dreams, the scattered narratives were blurry and difficult to recall. Of what she remembered, they seemed to have little to do with her own life, as if a thousand strangers crowded into her mind every night to tell her their stories.


They sat in silence until Mara said, “Weather’s changing,” as if to engage her in conversation. “Clouds moving in.”


Karigan shrugged, not really interested. It was the same old story of their winter.


Mara shook her head and sighed in what sounded like resignation. Karigan knew her attitude wasn’t the best, and she gave her friend credit for knowing when to back off and give her peace and silence to sip her kauv. It took her several seconds to realize it wasn’t just Mara who’d grown quiet, however, but the entire dining hall. Servants, laborers, messengers, administrative staff, soldiers, all the commoners who worked in and around the castle and used the dining hall, were staring in one direction. She followed their gazes to the entryway. There stood not only a Weapon, whose clannish order possessed its own dining hall so its members did not have to



associate with lesser mortals at meal times, but an Eletian, as well.


“What in the name of the gods?” Mara murmured, her spoon halfway to her mouth.


Everyone else appeared to be wondering the same thing, so transfixed were they by the unexpected visitors. Eletians were still enough of a novelty in the land that they attracted attention no matter where they appeared. That one of those magical folk now stood in the castle’s common dining hall was almost too extraordinary a vision to apprehend, but there he was.


At first, Karigan’s hopes surged that maybe Lhean had come looking for her, then plummeted when she realized it was just his companion, Enver. Enver, for his part, searched the room with his gaze, and when it alighted upon Karigan, he brightened. “Galadheon!”


Everyone else in the room shifted their gazes to stare at her. Bad enough people looked strangely at her from time to time after her “return from the dead.” She didn’t need Enver adding to the whispers she sometimes heard behind her back.


As Enver, and the Weapon, Ellen, picked their way toward her table, she muttered, “Five hells. What does he want with me?”


“Be nice,” Mara warned her. “I am sure King Zachary would not appreciate a diplomatic incident just because you are feeling crotchety.”


“I am not crotchety.”


“Are, too.”


“Am not.” Then Karigan groaned. “Why did I even bother to get out of bed today?”


“Because you couldn’t sleep?”


Before Karigan could come up with an appropriate retort, Enver and Ellen halted at their table. Ellen said, “Master Enver wished to see a little of the castle, and visit with you, Sir Karigan.”


“Good morning,” Enver said with a slight bow.


“I leave him in your care, Riders.” And Ellen turned on her heel and strode away. Enver regarded them expectantly.




Mara recovered first. “Good morning, Enver. We were never properly introduced. I am Mara Brennyn, Chief Rider.”


Enver extended his hand to shake hers. Just as Karigan had been disconcerted by his manner the first time she’d been introduced to him, so now was Mara.


“How do you do?” he asked.


“I am well, thank you,” Mara replied.


Instead of releasing her hand, however, Enver pulled it closer to inspect it. Mara cast a sideways glance at Karigan and mouthed, Is this normal?


For an Eletian, she meant. Karigan shrugged. She had probably been around Eletians more than anyone, but they still defied expectation.


“You’ve missing fingers,” Enver observed. “And many deep burn scars.” He released Mara’s hand and bent close to study her face. She leaned as far back on her bench as she could without tipping over. “Very deep,” he murmured.


Karigan cleared her throat. “Enver . . .” His examination wasn’t making just Mara uncomfortable.


“Beautiful,” he said, raising his hand as if to touch her cheek.


“Enver,” Karigan said more sharply, half-rising from her bench.


He looked at her, startled. “Yes?”


A quick glance around revealed that others in the dining hall watched Enver with deep suspicion, which manifested in scowls and muttering over his presumption. His own expression was ingenuous. He had no idea, she realized, he had transgressed the boundaries of appropriate conduct, of appropriate human conduct. She took a deep breath to calm her own irritation, but needed to act quickly before anyone decided to “teach” him manners.


“Enver, please have a seat.” She patted the bench next to her.


“Have I done something wrong?”


So, he wasn’t entirely witless. “Please, sit.” When he slid onto the bench, she explained, “The attention you gave to Mara’s scars is considered . . . unseemly.”




He looked from Karigan to Mara and bowed his head. “My pardon, Chief Rider Brennyn. I did not mean to cause offense. I have some learning in the healing arts, and what I saw in you was a triumph of healing, and thus beautiful. It seems I need to learn more of your ways so I may express myself correctly.”


Karigan thought it strange that the Eletians would send to the castle one who was not versed in the customs and etiquette of its people, but then again, were any of them? They were other, and in Karigan’s experience, diplomacy did not seem to be of overriding importance to them. At least the tension in the dining hall eased, with the watchers returning to their breakfasts and their own conversations.


“No offense taken,” Mara said. “I had never thought of my scars in that way before . . . as beautiful. I think . . . I think I like it.”


“The healing is not only of the flesh,” Enver said, “but of the spirit, which shines through you. You are radiant.”


Mara looked taken aback, unable to speak, maybe a little flustered. Enver’s demeanor did not reveal whether he was intentionally flirting, or if this was another of the “ways” about Sacoridians he did not understand. If the latter, combined with his ethereal good looks, it could lead to a lot of painful misunderstandings.


“Thank you,” Mara said finally. “Would you like some breakfast? Kauv? Tea?”


“I thank you, but I am sated for the time being.”


Karigan sipped her tepid kauv as Mara questioned him about how his night had been. He and the others, he said, had passed the night outside the city for Lhean did not like sleeping upon the mortal dead. Mara’s brow creased, and Karigan shook her head at the oblique reference to the royal tombs that catacombed the small mount that the castle and city sat upon.


Eletians, she thought in exasperation. She pushed her half-finished mug of kauv away and interrupted whatever Enver was about to say next. “Do you know where I might find Lhean?”


“He is meeting with your king.”




Damnation. When would she get to see him? She tapped her fingers on the table in annoyance. Maybe it was the kauv, maybe it was Enver, but she was feeling twitchy. She suddenly needed to move, to get up and go, but without Enver underfoot. She stood abruptly and cast Mara a pleading look, hoping her friend would understand and help. After all, Enver had come looking for “the Galadheon.”


Mara raised an eyebrow and seemed to grasp what she wanted all right if her expression of disapproval was any indication, but she did not argue. Karigan mouthed a “thank you” and Mara pursed her lips. She wondered what favor she would owe Mara as a result of this.


“It was very nice seeing you,” she told Enver, “but I must . . . I must attend to my duties.” Technically, the king had given her leave to spend time with her family, but wasn’t seeing family a sort of duty?


“I will talk to you later,” Mara said.


Karigan did not doubt she would. Enver looked a little confused, and when Karigan started to walk away, she heard the bench creak as he rose from his seat to follow.


“I wouldn’t,” Mara warned him, loud enough for her voice to carry. “She’s a bit crotchety this morning.”


Karigan winced. She deserved that.


A quick glance over her shoulder revealed Enver sitting back down and asking, “This crotchety—is it a malady? A disease?”


This morning, Karigan thought, it surely felt like it, and she hastened her steps to leave the dining hall behind, hoping Mara didn’t mind too much being saddled with the curious Eletian.


[image: images]


“Er, not a disease,” Mara told Enver, “but a matter of temperament.” She watched Karigan disappear through the doorway. She would indeed speak to her later, but more out of concern than reproach. She rarely saw her friend so out of sorts, and even after all her experiences in Blackveil and the future, her loss of Cade and the oddity of her eye, she’d done



a good job of maintaining outward equilibrium, but Mara could see through it, how a heaviness weighed on her, how she threw herself into her work, how she sought to be alone more often than not. She was not as quick to smile or laugh.


A patch covered Karigan’s mirror eye, but in her other eye, Mara caught flashes of sorrow, and something else, a fathomless dark, like a well of the heavens. Thinking of it made her shudder.


Enver had watched after Karigan, as well, his gaze thoughtful. “I do not think she remembers me.”


“From when she returned on Night of Aeryc? Of course she does.”


He shook his head, his eyes growing distant. “It was nearly five of your years ago. Our tiendan was traveling the great wood that your people call the Green Cloak, and in the night we saw the light of a muna’riel. We sensed no others of our own kind nearby, and investigated.”


“It was Karigan?”


“Yes. She had just slain a creature of Kanmorhan Vane and was fevered with its poison in her blood.”


Mara realized he was speaking of when Karigan, a runaway schoolgirl and not yet officially a Green Rider, had carried a life-or-death message given her by the dying F’ryan Coblebay to King Zachary. One of her amazing feats along the way was slaying the monstrous creature and its numerous young.


“You were there?”


Enver nodded solemnly. “There were twelve of us. We danced and sang the healing while my father treated her wounds.”


“Your father? Your father is—?”


“Somial, yes.”


“Huh,” was the only thing Mara could think to say. She wondered what Karigan would make of it.


“I ask that you do not speak to her of it for I do not think she is one who would wish to be reminded of a time when she was weakened and helpless, and at the mercy of strangers.”


Mara reassessed Enver, his earnest demeanor, his desire for her to honor his request. His hands were folded on the



table, and he waited for her response with a stillness she believed no mortal could attain. His artless conduct might lead to misunderstandings between his culture and hers, but his shrewd observation showed he had no trouble when it came to understanding Karigan G’ladheon.







[image: images] A POET AND MEMORY [image: images]


[image: images]Thanks in no small part to Mara, Karigan was free of the dining hall, but not of other obligations. She went to the mending wing to check on Estral, but peeking through the cracked door revealed that her friend was still sound asleep. Truth be told, she was rather envious.


She meandered out of the mending wing, a little at a loss. Estral was asleep and Lhean unavailable. She’d been given leave to spend time with her family, but in the flurry of the previous night’s events, she hadn’t even thought to ask her father where he was staying, so she’d have to wait for him to find her, however long that would take.


As she stepped into the main hall of the castle, she was accosted by a Green Foot runner.


“There you are, Rider,” the boy said, huffing and puffing. “Been all over looking for you.”


“Is there some emergency?”


“No, ma’am. The queen requests that you attend her.”


Karigan wanted to tell the boy she was not a “ma’am,” but she just watched him trot off to his next task. Estora wanted her to visit? What a morning. It wasn’t that she disliked Estora; on the contrary, they had been friends, but as to their relationship now? “Complicated” didn’t even begin to describe it. Since her return, she’d made no effort to see the queen, which was rather easily accomplished since Estora was sequestered due to her pregnancy, a pregnancy made more perilous by the fact she was carrying twins. Master Mender Vanlynn was being adamant about her remaining



confined for her safety and that of the babies. It was essential for the realm that she produce healthy offspring.


Karigan felt guilty she had been avoiding Estora, but seeing her as King Zachary’s wife was just so very difficult. No matter how hard she tried to get past it all, the pain was ever-present. But now, Estora had requested to see her, and she had no real excuse not to. She did consider riding away somewhere to avoid everyone—the queen, Enver, her family—but she’d pretty much made herself give up running away. The adult thing was to face her challenges. Besides, a glance outside revealed more winter weather was on the way, which would make riding neither pleasant nor easy.


She continued into the royal section of the castle in the west wing, wondering why she had to face so many challenges.


The west wing was quiet, though guards and Weapons were present, and a couple of servants hurried along the main corridor, their footfalls silent on deep carpet. The Weapon Rory stood at the door of the queen’s rooms.


“Ah, Sir Karigan,” he said.


“Hello, Rory, I was told the queen wished to see me.”


“She does. Are you, or have you been ill?”


“What?”


“Master Vanlynn does not want anyone who is sick to pass through this door.”


Karigan understood. Winter, with everyone cooped up together, could be a time when illness spread readily. A few waves of colds and fever had already passed through both the castle and city populations. Karigan was one of the few who’d made it through relatively unscathed.


“I am not sick,” she said, though she realized it would be an excellent excuse to avoid Estora. No running away, she reminded herself. “Just crotchety, apparently.”


“Very well,” Rory said, and he opened the door. “Come with me.”


Karigan followed behind him into the queen’s domain. She had never been in the royal apartments before, and found Estora’s, as she walked through the entry, was as well



appointed as one would expect, with hangings and coastal landscape paintings from Coutre Province on the walls.


Rory led her to a spacious sitting room, where Estora rested, propped on a sofa before the fire. She was absorbed in a book, lamplight glinting on her golden hair. Bundled beneath a blanket as she was, it was not obvious she was with child. Or, rather, children.


Being in Estora’s presence often aroused a sense of inadequacy in Karigan, for Estora embodied graceful femininity and perfection. She wore no uniform nor had she acquired calloused hands from rough work. Her porcelain complexion was unmarred by scars, and a leather patch did not cover one of her long-lashed eyes. Not that Karigan would trade places with her, and not that she wasn’t proud of her uniform and work, but Estora’s simple existence had the power to show Karigan, in stark contrast, what she was not and never would be.


“My lady,” Rory said, “Sir Karigan.”


Estora looked up from her book. “Karigan!”


Karigan bowed. “You wished to see me, my lady?”


“Yes, yes. Please come sit with me, and don’t be so terribly formal. This is not an official visit. I simply have seen so little of you since your return, and it is not as if I’ve been allowed to come to you. Master Vanlynn insists I repose in my rooms for the duration.”


Karigan took an armchair beside the fire.


“Have you need of anything before I return to my post, my lady?” Rory asked.


“No, thank you, Rory.” He nodded and retreated from the room. “I have been so terribly bored,” Estora continued. “My ladies come to provide me with companionship, to do needlework and gossip, but it is so inane. I rarely get a chance for intelligent conversation, and Zachary is always so busy. But he did bring me this volume of poetry.” She lifted the book so Karigan could see the blue-dyed leather cover. “Have you read the work of Lady Amalya Whitewren?”


“Lady Amalya Whitewren?” Karigan asked. “No, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of her.” But there was a niggling something about the name. Might she have heard of her and just forgotten?


“Oh, well, she is creating quite a sensation on Gryphon



Street, as I hear it, and no wonder for she is a divine poet.” Estora was so enthusiastic about Lady Amalya Whitewren that she began reading some passages from the book. It was romantic poetry in the form of sonnets.


Karigan tried to conceal a yawn. Besides being short of sleep, she did not share Estora’s enthusiasm for poetry. She liked a good yarn instead, a story she could follow with colorful characters and adventures, although possibly, after so many adventures of her own, she’d become less inclined to seek out such tales. As Estora read on, the warmth of the fire and the crackle of flames lulled her. Her surroundings grew hazy and she drifted.


[image: images]


“Who was Lady Amalya Whitewren?” Cade asked. His voice was suspicious, demanding. He was testing her, and she must prove she was who she said she was, a Green Rider from the past. His expression remained stern as he awaited her answer, his posture stiff. She saw him clearly, his dark hair and the open collar of his shirt. His eyes bored into her.


“I have no idea,” Karigan replied.


Cade’s brows narrowed, and there was a quirk to his lips. He’d poked a hole in her story. “She was only one of the most popular poets of your time.”


Karigan could only shrug, but then another voice entered her dream, or was it memory?


“Cade,” the professor said, “if I am not mistaken, Lady Amalya came into prominence after Karigan G’ladheon left for Blackveil.”


Cade conceded this could be true, but he was eager to continue his questioning of her, his expression no longer stern, but curious, his eyes lively.


[image: images]


Background voices irritated her like the whine of flies around her ears. Her vision of Cade began to slip away.


“No,” she mumbled, “don’t go away.”




“Karigan?”


She looked up to find Estora gazing at her, her book closed on her lap.


“Lady Amalya,” Karigan said, trying to force herself to alertness. “She . . . she came to prominence after I left for Blackveil. Wait, I . . . when . . .” She shook her head trying to clear it. “It happened while I was gone. Her rise to prominence.” Her dream, or memory, or whatever, was fast dissipating. She actually reached out as if to grasp Cade, to pull him back, to pull him to her as she had failed to do when she returned to her own time. “Cade . . .” It took a moment, and seeing her pain reflected in Estora’s face, to realize she had spoken her anguish aloud.


“Karigan?”


This time it was not Estora who spoke. The voice was male, familiar. Not Cade, and here in the room with her. She looked around, and there beside her stood King Zachary gazing down at her.


“I am afraid we awoke you from some dream,” he said.


Karigan scrambled to her feet to give a clumsy bow. “Excellency, my pardon. I—I don’t know what came over me.”


“It was the poetry,” Estora said, her face lighting with amusement. “I’d say my reading of Lady Amalya’s poetry put you to sleep.”


“Forgive me. I—” Karigan looked about, as if a magic door of escape would suddenly materialize.


“The captain isn’t working you too hard, is she?” the king asked.


“What? I mean, no, Your Majesty.”


“Hmm. Well, you are supposed to be on leave so you may spend time with your family.”


“Is she?” Estora asked. “I did not know they were here. Perhaps they should join us for tea.”


The very idea horrified Karigan, but it was the king who spoke. “I don’t think Vanlynn would approve. The G’ladheon contingent is quite . . .” He searched for the right word.


“Overwhelming,” Karigan provided.


“I was thinking more along the lines of formidable, but



overwhelming is apt,” he said. “Very passionate people, are G’ladheons. I am afraid they would exhaust even the most vigorous and determined of people.”


“Perhaps I could tame them with readings of Lady Amalya’s poetry,” Estora replied.


“I do not think we would want our G’ladheons tamed.”


Karigan glanced between the two of them, king and queen, observing the humor in their eyes and the ease they seemed to feel with one another. This should be a good thing. She wanted to be pleased for them, and one part of her was. The other part of her was ineffably sad. Sad for all she could not attain herself.


“With your leave, Your Majesties,” she said almost too hastily, “I should probably go see about that family of mine. I don’t know when to expect them, and they’d probably rouse the whole castle looking for me.”


“So soon?” Estora said. “We haven’t even had a chance to catch up—you must come see me again.”


“Yes,” Zachary said, “the queen could use the company. It would please us both.”


Karigan tried not to read anything into his words and avoided looking at him. Would this tension between them always exist? She mumbled something polite, gave a cursory bow, and began to walk away. Suddenly she paused and turned around. “Your Majesty?”


“Yes, Karigan?”


She noticed he did not use her title. “With your leave, I would like to speak with the Eletian, Lhean.”


“I am sorry,” he said, his gaze softening. “I would gladly grant you, of all people, leave to see him, but the Eletians have already departed.”


Karigan clenched her hands, willing herself not to scream or cry or break something. How could Lhean leave without seeing her first? Eletian, she thought, and that was all the answer she needed.


With constricted control, she bowed once more. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” She turned on her heel and strode out, not wishing to see the pity on King Zachary’s face.
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Estora watched her husband as he gazed after Karigan. She knew his was not just the concern of a sovereign for his servant. He loved Karigan, and had for years. Had fate been different, had he not been a king, or Karigan not a commoner, Estora would not be his wife, but fate was what it was, and his wife she was. She had never expected to love anyone again after F’ryan Coblebay, and had resigned herself to her lot in life, a loveless marriage for a noble alliance and to produce children of royal lineage. But something happened during her betrothal to Zachary. She found herself enjoying his company, admired his acumen, and looked forward to discussing the realm’s issues with him over tea. By the time they married, some ten months ago, she had come to love him. When she discovered his heart lay elsewhere, she wished, though she had been ashamed of it, that Karigan would not return from Blackveil.


He slowly turned back toward her, his expression troubled. Absently he sat in the chair so recently vacated by Karigan. When his schedule permitted, he took his mid-morning tea with Estora, and they discussed the business of the realm. He made an effort to collect anecdotes about what was happening around the castle to entertain her in her confinement. They’d grown easier with one another and she knew he was fond of her, but he did not love her, not in the fashion she desired, and not in the way he loved Karigan.


“Do you know who this Cade is that she speaks of?” Estora asked.


He looked up, startled out of his own thoughts. “Someone she met in the future time. She has revealed little about him, except that he helped her there. Helped her return home, and for that I owe him my gratitude. We all do.”


Estora knew there was more to this Cade, whether or not Karigan chose to say anything aloud. It was in the pain she carried silently and the story told by a sadness in her face. The yearning when she said his name. She was markedly different from the Karigan who had left for Blackveil last spring, no



longer the youth innocent of life’s wounds. The gods had used her harshly, and it displeased Estora to see such a bright spirit now clouded by sorrow and shadows.


How did her husband feel about the mysterious Cade? Truly grateful, she did not doubt, for helping Karigan return to her rightful time, to him. But was he also, perhaps, a little envious of whatever Cade might have had with her?


“Is Karigan ready to resume her duties? She seems . . . fragile.” Estora did not think it was too severe a description for what she had just seen.


“She has been working very hard, but as you know, there have been few message errands to assign due to the weather. When spring comes, it will be Laren who will ultimately decide if she’s ready.”


Estora did not think he was aware that she knew how he felt about Karigan. After they’d married, when they’d made love for the first time, albeit under especially difficult circumstances—he still battling the poison of an arrow wound—he’d called out a name that had not been hers. She never enlightened him, and though it had never happened again, she knew, intimately, his true feelings.


“It must be very difficult for her with the injury to her eye,” she said.


“I am to understand it is painful at times.”


“Poor thing.”


Upon Karigan’s return, shards of the looking mask she had shattered in Blackveil had followed her across time, whether propelled by magic, the gods, or some force of nature, no one really knew. One shard impaled her eye and transformed it into a mirror and, like the looking mask, it contained the power to reveal visions of past and future, and who-knew-what.


The nature of her eye was not widely known, but a secret maintained by Zachary, Captain Mapstone, and a handful of others. Zachary had been reluctant to tell even Estora about it. He feared that common knowledge of Karigan’s strange eye would place her in jeopardy from both those who hated magic, and those who might covet its power.


“Have you gazed into it?” Estora asked.




“Only Somial the Eletian has, and some menders by necessity. I would never ask that of her without good reason.”


She understood why he was protective of Karigan, and understood well. She was joyful her friend had returned seemingly from the dead, and yet?


And yet.


She craved to be the recipient of her husband’s most ardent regard.


She studied him as he gazed into the hearth, firelight playing across his features, shadows highlighting lines of care and a scar that scored his eyebrow. He’d received it in battle with Second Empire, and she shook a little just thinking of it. Someone else might hold his heart, but he was hers. They were bound by marriage, and she carried his heirs. As a man of honor and duty, she did not think he’d stray, but love was potent and one never knew.


There were other threats, as well. She had almost lost him to the assassin’s arrow. Though his Weapons guarded him well, next time an assassin might prove successful, and there would be, she knew, a next time. It was the nature of his position. Then there was the conflict with Second Empire and his desire to lead his troops. Just as it had been her lot to marry a nobleman for alliance and not love, it was also her lot to see her husband ride off to war, never knowing if he would return, never knowing if her children would get to meet their father.


She caressed her belly and was a little startled to feel a flutter. “Oh!” she exclaimed.


“What is it?” Zachary asked.


She stretched her hand out to him. “Come sit with me. One of your children is kicking.”


He sat beside her a little shyly, and she guided his hand to her belly. When the flutter came again, his expression turned to one of awe and delight.


She could not lose this man she had come to love. Perhaps she could not protect him on the field of battle or repel an assassin, but she could, and she would, make sure no one ever came between them. No matter what, no matter who.







[image: images] ICE AND FIRE [image: images]


[image: images]Karigan’s head started throbbing about the time she rushed out the door of Estora’s rooms and past Rory. Her lack of sleep and breakfast was catching up with her, along with everything else. She still wanted to break something, or maybe even several somethings, but first she would bury her head in a pillow and rest.


How could Lhean leave without speaking to her? Her frustration only caused her headache to build. As she strode through castle corridors, anxious to reach that pillow, she heard others around her muttering about the weather, that a storm was brewing. Just what they needed during a winter that had already proven harsh.


She swung into the Rider wing and briefly greeted those she encountered. Daro Cooper caught her arm. “Karigan, wait.”


“What is it?”


“Thought you might want to know that your family is waiting for you.”


So much for her pillow. She thanked Daro for the warning and pushed on down the corridor, her head pounding ever more insistently. When she reached the far end, she paused to collect herself. No reason to burden her father and aunts with her sour mood. She took a deep breath and turned the corner into the ancient corridor she alone inhabited. Light filtered out the doorway of her chamber, clearly indicating they had let themselves in.


When she entered, she almost tripped over one of her old traveling chests. It had simply been deposited in the middle



of the floor. The rest of the scene was not unexpected. Aunt Stace examined the gaudy gilt headboard of her bed, with unicorns and a young girl carved on it, that Garth had dug up gods-knew-where. Aunts Tory and Gretta were inspecting the contents of her wardrobe, which consisted of uniforms and not much more, and Aunt Brini sat at her massive desk, going through the drawers. Privacy had never been one of her aunts’ strong points.


Her father, meanwhile, unaware of her arrival, waved his arms at his sisters and said, “I don’t think she’d appreciate you going through her things. Brini, put that back! Stace, tell them.”


Karigan cleared her throat and they all turned immediately and started asking questions, but it was Aunt Brini, at her desk holding a piece of paper, who claimed her full attention.


“Kari, who are the people in this picture? They are dressed very strangely.”


Karigan stormed right up to Aunt Brini and snatched the paper out of her hand. It was the drawings the ghost of Yates had made of Cade and other people she had met in the future. It was her strongest connection to people that her memory and the contradictions of time tried very hard to erase.


“This,” she said in so angry a voice she surprised even herself, “is none of your business.” She gently settled the paper into its proper drawer and slammed it shut, making Aunt Brini flinch. “None of this,” she told her aunts, gesturing at her chamber and unable to stop herself, “is any of your business. I am not a child anymore that you can just go searching through my things.”


Her aunts raised their voices in protest.


The throb in Karigan’s head intensified so much her vision rippled. “No. I won’t have it. You intrude on me, on my life, without warning, and then start looking through my things? I would not do it to you, but you can’t seem to show me the same respect. It never seems to matter what I’ve done here in the king’s service. You just keep treating me like a child.” She had never raised her voice to them like this before, and they stared at her in shock.




“Kari,” Aunt Stace began.


“No! I don’t want to hear it. I didn’t invite you here. I just want to be left alone.” She sagged against one of the stone pillars that supported the ceiling in her room, her headache now full blown. Between the pain and the venting of her anger, she thought she might throw up.


Aunt Stace opened her mouth again as if to speak, but Karigan’s father placed his hand on his sister’s arm. “She’s right. We are remiss. We have presumed much.”


Aunt Tory sniffled and dabbed at her eyes. Aunt Gretta looked like she was about to cry. Aunt Brini was so upset she rose and brushed past Karigan on her way out the door, sobbing.


Karigan was exhausted, her fury only partially spent, but now she was also engulfed by guilt. She hadn’t wanted to make them cry. Her aunts and father were there because they loved her and needed to see her after she had seemingly come back from the dead.


Beyond the pain in her head and the emotion that suffused her chamber, she sensed a building pressure in the air. Her father was saying something, but it felt as if the very walls were crushing her. Her vision swam and she thought she might pass out, but a shriek from somewhere outside her room brought her back to herself.


What in five hells? Was it her imagination, or had the temperature cooled considerably?


“Karigan!” Daro Cooper appeared at her door, her face pale. “Something—something strange is going on!”


She could tell just by the tone of Daro’s voice it had to be bad.


“Grab your sword,” Daro said, and disappeared from the doorway.


She didn’t have a sword. She had yet to replace the saber she’d lost in Blackveil, but she did have her bonewood staff. She bounded across her room to where it leaned against the wall next to her bed. The black lacquered fighting staff felt natural and good in her hands. Touching it seemed to knock her headache down a notch.


“You will close the door behind me,” Karigan instructed



her father and aunts, “and lock it. Do not let anyone in till I return.”


“Brini,” Aunt Stace said.


“I’ll find her.” Karigan was astonished to see her breath fog the air as she spoke. “And stoke up the fire, try to keep warm.” A tingle on the back of her neck told her the rapidly cooling temperature was not natural, that magic was at play. As she passed through the door, she turned once more and looked in. “Remember, lock the door!” Not, she reflected, that a locked door would necessarily be a defense against a magical attack, or any other.


She sprinted around the corner into the main Rider corridor, and was faced with a rush of frigid wind and a scene of which she could not quite make sense. A rime of frost coated the walls. Her fellow Riders spilled out of their rooms to hack and slash at what appeared to be . . . small whirlwinds? They were about as tall as her knees.


Another shriek caught her attention—Aunt Brini! She dashed down the corridor. Daro and Brandall shielded Aunt Brini from the whirlwinds, Daro stabbing into one, which burst in a poof of crystalline fragments, revealing its inner skeleton, child-sized with translucent bones of ice that were vaguely human in shape, but disturbingly other. It clenched an icicle dagger ready to puncture Daro’s foot. Her sword swept down and cleaved through the creature’s skull. Ice splintered and cracked, and scattered across the floor.


“Kari!” Aunt Brini cried.


“Stay back,” Karigan said, joining Daro and Brandall to shield her.


More whirlwinds filled the space left by the one they’d destroyed, and the Riders faced them, their weapons glinting in the lamplight. Karigan swung her staff and smashed a creature against the wall.


“Well done!” Brandall shouted.


Karigan grinned mirthlessly and crushed another beneath the metal handle of her staff. It took at least two good whacks to stop one. When the cloak of swirling ice fragments fell away, the creatures always held a dagger ready to stab at the first opportunity.




“What are these things?”


“No idea,” Daro replied, her gaze never leaving the creatures.


Down the corridor, other Riders put their special abilities to use: Ylaine lifted the creatures with her mind and smashed them into the wall. Carson had a new shielding talent to prevent himself from being stabbed, and young Gil summoned a wind in an attempt to push them back.


“Kari!” Aunt Brini cried in warning.


She pivoted just in time to smash a creature that had approached on her blind side. She was showered with ice as she destroyed it.


“Is it my imagination, or are they getting bigger?” Brandall asked between gritted teeth.


He was right. The whirlwinds were growing taller. They had started out knee-high, but now they were about hip-high.


“And faster!” Daro said before slicing through ice bones.


Karigan closed her mind to her aunt’s half-hysterical sobbing behind her, and focused on what she needed to do. Fortunately, she’d been working with Arms Master Drent since her return and her condition was good, allowing her to keep up with the onslaught of growing, faster whirlwinds.


Daro cried out beside her, an icicle dagger jammed into her thigh. The jaw of the creature opened revealing jagged sharp teeth and clamped on Daro’s leg. Her cries of pain mingled with Aunt Brini’s screams. Karigan hammered the ice skull with her staff, and shards of it flew in all directions. Brandall turned to catch Daro, but she did not fall. Her bleeding wounds crystallized, turned to ice that spread rapidly, freezing her wounded leg, then creeping upward to her hip.


“Daro!” Brandall cried, but he, like Karigan, had to fend off attackers lest they, too, get stabbed and bitten.


“So cold,” Daro moaned. Though she struggled, the ice continued to creep up her torso, and her movements became slow, labored. She could not move her lower body at all.


Karigan watched helplessly and in horror, not knowing how to help Daro as she stopped moving altogether, her hair frosted over, her face frozen in an expression of pain. Her cries turned to silence, and her sword slipped from her stiff



hand. The ice continued to thicken over her in layers. Karigan slammed away another creature, her attention and Brandall’s divided between their attackers and Daro, but there was little they could do for her. The ice had turned her into a frozen statue.


Fire flared down the corridor. Balls of it flew through the air—Mara! The din of battle died as she progressed toward them. Flame grew from her hand, the one with the missing fingers, and she molded it into roiling balls and splashed them into the creatures. Bones of ice melted into slushy puddles.


Brandall smashed the last of the whirlwinds, and the corridor was filled with the panting of tired Green Riders. Mara made her way to them, her face wet with sweat, her eyes feverish.


“Thank the gods,” Karigan said. She turned to put her arm around her aunt’s trembling shoulders to comfort her.


“They are everywhere throughout the castle,” Mara said.


“What about Daro?” Brandall asked, reaching to touch the hand of their friend.


“Don’t,” Mara said. “If you accidently push her over, she will shatter on the floor.”


They all took a step away from Daro.


“But, is she still alive?” Karigan asked.


“I don’t know.”


A moment of horrified silence passed among them. “Couldn’t you just thaw her with your ability?” Brandall asked Mara.


“I don’t dare risk it. I don’t know the nature of this magic, and I could too easily burn her.”


“The king . . .” Karigan began.


“Yes,” Mara replied, “we need to reach the king. We need to organize, sweep the castle, and wipe these things out. If it is possible.”


“If?” Brandall asked.


“They are magical and anything is possible.” Mara called to the other exhausted Riders to join them. “We need to regroup.”


As Mara assembled the Riders, Karigan rushed her shocked aunt back to her chamber, making sure there were



no other creatures along the way. She pounded on the door. “It’s me! Me and Aunt Brini!”


Her father flung the door open, and Karigan thrust her aunt inside and into the arms of her anxious sisters.


“Karigan,” he asked, “what is happening?”


“No time,” she said. “I’ve got to go. Aunt Brini will tell you.”


“I am coming with you.”


“No! You need to look after my aunts. Here!” She thrust her staff into his hands. “Use this if you need to. Don’t let anything in!”


“Anything?”


She slammed the door shut in reply and ran to rejoin Mara and the others, who were making plans near the grotesque ice statue that was Daro Cooper. Karigan found Daro’s sword and hefted it in her hand. It was lighter than what she had become accustomed to, but it would serve.


“I’ll take good care of it,” she promised Daro. “I’ll bring it back to you.”


As she moved in to hear Mara’s instructions, she realized her headache had almost entirely dissipated. It seemed it took battle to balance her frame of mind.


There were a good thirty-five Riders present who had not been turned to ice. Who knew where the rest were and what they faced? Was the city also under siege, or just the castle? Regardless, their first duty was to the king and queen. Mara chose not to split them up, for their strength was in numbers, small as theirs were compared to that of the ice creatures.


“I saw the king and queen in the queen’s sitting room not long ago,” Karigan said, though she could not say for certain how much time had elapsed since then.


“Right,” Mara said. “We’ll head to the royal apartments. I’ll take point.”


“But—” Karigan protested.


Mara turned, her palm up and flame dancing on it. “Can you really argue with this, Sir Karigan?”


She was right, of course. Her ability was ideal, the best for destroying any of the creatures that got in their way, but Karigan was more concerned about what the constant use of



the fire bringing would do to Mara. She did not dare speak of it, however, in front of the mostly young, untried Riders, their faces already full of fear.


“Torches,” Karigan said instead. “So we can all have fire.”


“Excellent idea.” Mara ordered the Riders to grab any torches they could find in the corridor. The castle was largely lit by whale oil lamps and candles, but many of the old torches remained unused in their sconces.


While the Riders were busy, Karigan took the chance to grab Mara’s arm. The heat of her radiated through her sleeve. “Don’t you dare overdo it with your ability.”


“I won’t, thanks to your suggestion.” Mara indicated the others collecting torches. A few trailed cobwebs. “And thank you for not mentioning it in front of the others.” She paused, then added, “Do me a favor?”


“Anything.”


“Keep an eye on the newest ones for me. Be the sweep.” Karigan was about to argue, but Mara forestalled her. “It’s an order, Rider. Plus, you said anything.” She grinned, but it was without humor. “And don’t think I am doing you any favors. Sweep will be as dangerous as point, and I need someone there who is experienced and capable.”


Karigan nodded, but with misgiving, thinking she should be up front with Mara breaking through the attackers. The Riders found about a dozen torches that were still usable. Mara touched one and flame sprang to life, and was passed from torch to torch. Karigan did not take one, ensuring that the inexperienced Riders got them first. It would be their best defense.


Mara formed them into a wedge, and Karigan took her place at the rear. When this was over, there would be jokes. She hoped there would be, anyway.







[image: images] HOT COALS AND A CHANDELIER [image: images]


[image: images]The Riders clattered through the corridor, destroying whirlwind creatures as they went, careful not to knock over their friends who had been turned to ice. When they reached the main castle hall, they halted in shock. People frozen in their tracks stood throughout, some trapped in time as they wielded weapons at unseen foes. Women lifted skirts, caught as they fled, their faces contorted in fear and pain. The floor, the walls, even the empty suits of armor that stood at attention along the walls, were frosted over and sparkled in the light. Flame gave life to shadows. It was silent.


“Remember,” Mara said, even her quiet voice carrying, “try not to knock anyone over.”


They trotted through the main hall, carefully weaving among courtiers, soldiers, and servants who’d been turned into statues of ice. Karigan recognized several though she tried not to look too closely. A few had already toppled and shattered across the floor, and she swallowed hard. She adjusted her grip on the hilt of her sword, her fingers stiff with the cold, and maintained her position as rear guard.


As for the king and queen, she told herself over and over that they would be stoutly protected by Weapons and the regular castle guard. They had a much better chance of remaining safe than these other folk. The king, a trained swordmaster, was very capable of defending himself and Estora, as well. These thoughts, however, failed to reassure her very much.


The sound of Rider boots echoed in the strangely quiet hall as they continued on. Movement down a side corridor



caught Karigan’s eye. She slowed at the odd sight of flame jabbing out of a wall at a whirlwind creature. Someone was clearly in distress. Her desire to reach the royal apartments, her desperate need to see her king safe, battled with her wish to help someone who had no Weapons, no guards, to protect him or her.


“Brandall,” she called, “I’m going to check something out, and will catch up as soon as I can. You take sweep.”


He nodded, and she darted down the side corridor. As she approached, she realized the flame was not coming out of the wall but from a large hearth in a seating alcove. Someone was attempting to fend off a creature with a bundle of burning kindling.


The whirlwind was considerably larger than the ones she had already fought. It was almost as tall as she, and as she neared it, she was whipped by wind that grabbed her breath. The whirlwind spewed needles of ice, and she raised her arm to protect her face. She thought maybe this side trip had not been such a good idea, after all, but a glance into the hearth revealed the ash girl who took care of the Rider wing. She must have been on her rounds when the magical attack struck. Her buckets of ash were strewn across the floor, and the fire in the hearth threatened to ignite her skirt, but it was helping to hold the whirlwind creature at bay. She looked frightened to bits as she thrust the burning kindling at it, but determined, as well.


The king would have Weapons, Karigan tried to remind herself. This girl had no one. No one, but her.


The whirlwind appeared to take notice of her, and she lunged. Alas, this one was not as easy to dispatch. It skated around her in erratic patterns, and the ice needles and wind made it difficult to see. She shielded her face with her hand—she did not want to lose her one good eye. The more the creature spun, the more ice that layered the floor and walls.


I have fought on ice before came the unbidden memory, but she hadn’t the time to consider its source as she slipped and tried to maintain her footing with the whirlwind bearing down on her.


She hacked into it. The swirling funnel was wide enough



now that she buried the sword up to the guard, and ice particles shredded her knuckles. The blade struck the creature’s skeleton, but it did not shatter like the smaller ones.


She withdrew the sword and hacked again with nearly the same result, but as she backed away, her feet slipped out from beneath her. One moment she was standing, and the next she was flat on her back. The creature roared toward her. She tried to rise to her feet, but could gain no traction. In a moment, it would have her. Would the frozen survive, or were they already dead?


The ash girl sprang into action and threw a shovelful of hot coals at the creature. It skittered aside, but as the coals hit the icy floor, steam rose and caused the creature to pause long enough for Karigan to climb to her feet. The coals melted through the ice layered on the floor and smoldered on the carpet beneath.


Karigan slid around the creature and stabbed into it. The hilt of her sword was slick with her own blood. Was it only wishful thinking, or was the whirl of ice thinning? Might it finally be weakening?


She thrust once more, and the wind, with all its spinning ice particles, dropped, unveiling the creature within. It clacked its jaw of jagged teeth at her. It carried no icicle dagger, but an ice sword, and when she crossed blades with it, its sword rang as though made of steel.


As the creature had been fast in its whirlwind form, so it was also fast with its sword work, and she had to use all the advanced moves Arms Master Drent had taught her. She slid and scrambled to keep up. As she tried to drive past its guard, it suddenly lurched and hopped, looking down at its boney feet, which were melting on the burning carpet. It roared like a windstorm, and then toppled over.


She hacked at its spine. When it still clacked its jaw at her, she stomped on the skull repeatedly until it cracked and shattered. She stood for a time, panting hard.


“Sir Karigan?” came a little voice.


She had almost forgotten the ash girl, who was just now stepping tentatively away from the hearth. “Anna, isn’t it?”


The girl looked astonished Karigan knew her name. “I—I



have an extra handkerchief.” She held the white cloth out like a flag of surrender. When Karigan just stared stupidly at it, she said, “For your hand.”


Karigan looked down at her scored, bleeding hand. She’d barely noticed it before, but now it stung like the five hells.


“Here.” The girl came forward hesitantly, as if warring with her own timidity, but when Karigan held her hand out for her, she bound it with assurance.


When she was done, Karigan flexed her fingers. “Thank you.” The melting creature beside her appeared to be dousing the burning carpet. She stamped on singed fibers just to make sure.


“Anna, I need to reach the king. Do you—”


She was cut off by a new burst of wind as another creature appeared at the far end of the corridor. Anna looked like she might faint, and Karigan grabbed her arm and dragged her as fast as she could into the main hall. She paused to ensure they would not rush headlong into another whirlwind.


When she saw the way was clear, she said, “Ready to run, Anna?”


Anna nodded, her face pale.


“Good. Follow me and keep up best as you can.”


The unnatural wind picked up as the creature skimmed its way toward them from the side corridor. It then paused, possibly to investigate the slushy remains of its comrade.


Karigan and Anna sprinted down the main hall past dozens of ice statues. Karigan glanced over her shoulder, and noting that Anna struggled to keep up, she moderated her pace. When she saw a whirlwind ahead coming down the main hall, she seized Anna’s arm again and hauled her down another side corridor. They pressed their backs against the wall, their breaths ragged. Across from them was a frozen soldier, his arms thrown up defensively, his expression one of agony. Anna whimpered.


“It’ll be all right,” Karigan whispered. It had better be. Always in the back of her mind was her concern for her family and King Zachary.


“Anna,” she whispered, “I have a certain ability—I can make us fade out so maybe that creature can’t see us.” Anna



looked at her in bewilderment, but let Karigan take her hand. Karigan called on her fading ability, and her vision went gray as was usual. Anna gasped beside her.


The whirlwind passed by their corridor. She counted to ten and then dragged Anna out into the main hall once again. “Don’t look back,” Karigan admonished her. The first whirlwind still followed them, and the second was beginning to reverse its direction to also follow. It was clear they could sense her and Anna even when faded out, so she dropped the fading as they ran. Keeping it up was pointless and would only exhaust her.


They ran, passing beneath a chandelier, and once more she hauled Anna aside, this time stopping at the winch that hoisted and lowered the chandelier.


“They’re getting close!” Anna cried. “And there are more coming!” She turned and hid her face as if this would make them vanish.


Anna was right—there were more, about a dozen appearing out of nothing, joining the others, and all rapidly advancing. Karigan removed the pin that secured the chandelier at its present position at the ceiling. The winch’s hand crank started spinning, spinning out of control, letting out chain and lowering the chandelier. She made no attempt to control it even as it gained momentum. The flames of burning whale oil in their glass chimneys flared as the whole apparatus descended at an alarming rate. She did not wait to witness it crashing to the floor, to see if it crushed the whirlwinds, or if the splash of flaming oil melted them. She took Anna’s hand and led her away at a run, just hoping she didn’t burn down the castle.







[image: images] AUREAS SLEE [image: images]


[image: images]They continued on into the west wing, where the royal apartments lay, finding more ice statues or their shattered remains along the way. To Karigan’s dismay, she saw some of her fellow Riders frozen in various positions of fighting. Scorch marks on the wall, and singed tapestries, indicated Mara’s handiwork.


They paused at the bottom of the stairs. There appeared to be no whirlwinds nearby, but there was more evidence of their passage, more frozen Riders and at least one Weapon. The distant din of fighting broke the eerie silence. She slicked sweat from her brow with her bloody, bandaged hand.


When she caught her breath, she asked Anna, “Are you all right?”


Anna looked to be in a perpetual state of shock, but nodded.


“Good,” Karigan said. “You are doing well. We are going up these stairs to the wing that houses the royal apartments. I don’t know what we’ll find. Do you think you can stay with me?”


Anna nodded again, and Karigan gave her a reassuring smile. At least, she hoped it was reassuring.


They ran up the stairs, and Karigan was dismayed to find Mara sprawled on the top landing. She was not turned to ice. On the contrary, when Karigan knelt beside her she felt waves of heat rippling off her body. Her face was flushed and glistened with beads of sweat. She had used her ability to full capacity. The magical abilities of Riders exacted a price for their use, and Mara’s was fever. Karigan had never heard of



a Rider dying because of overuse of an ability, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. Mara seemed to be breathing normally and Karigan prayed she’d be all right, but she could not linger to aid her friend, for there was fighting ahead.


Soon enough, she, with Anna shadowing her, came upon her fellow Riders, about a third of the complement they’d started out with, battling the ice creatures. There were a couple of guards in black and silver also fighting. Riders with torches swiped at their attackers, but the wild wind the creatures emanated blew the flames backward and snuffed some out.


Steel rose and fell, and the fury of the wind raised by the creatures ripped tapestries and paintings off the walls. Karigan ducked as a portrait of Queen Isen barreled toward her, the heavy wooden frame splintering when it hit the floor. The temperature was numbing.


“Stay close,” Karigan told Anna.


She added her sword to the fight, trying to batter her way through the whirlwinds so she might reach Estora’s rooms. She had started the day tired, and though her body felt the exertion of so much sword work, it was exhilarating to have an enemy to demolish, a clear-cut problem to solve. No traveling through time, no mirror eyes, no loss of memory, just creatures of ice to crush.


She went for the legs of the skeletal creatures to topple them, and left them for someone else to finish off. She booted skulls aside and into the wall. She helped others stab into the whirlwinds to eliminate the veil of churning ice, and then helped to chop apart the bones within. All the while, Anna managed to remain with her, not getting in the way, and not getting picked off by an errant sword or being frozen into an ice statue.


It surprised Karigan when she finally reached Estora’s door. Turned to ice was Rory, caught in what looked like a shout of alarm to warn others of the attack. She ran inside, Anna on her heels, and when she reached Estora’s sitting room, she found three Weapons at work attempting to dispatch several of the creatures. The king wielded a poker and bashed it into the skull of the nearest one. Estora was off her



sofa with her back pressed against the wall beside the great hearth.


The fire was dying. “Anna,” Karigan said, “you must build up the fire to help keep the queen safe. I will get you there.”


Fighting the creatures became a mindless chore. Now well-versed in what to do to destroy them, her technique became methodical. She began to wonder, however, if more would simply reappear and fight until they all collapsed from exhaustion.


The Weapons, Fastion, Donal, and Ellen, were dervishes themselves, twisting and turning with blinding sword work to demolish one creature after the other in an explosion of ice. King Zachary was no less agile with his poker.


Finding a gap in the action, Karigan led Anna along the wall toward the fireplace, ducking as an ice skeleton cleaved its sword at her. She hacked off its sword arm, then its leg, and it clattered to the floor in a heap.


They maneuvered around furniture, Karigan keeping Anna between herself and the wall. The Weapons seemed to be keeping the creatures occupied, so they reached the hearth quickly.


“You concentrate on the fire,” Karigan told Anna. “Make it too hot for the creatures to get near the queen. I’ll make sure nothing bothers you.”


Anna nodded and started selecting sticks of wood stashed in a niche next to the hearth.


“Karigan!” Estora cried. She’d gone white around the lips, her face showing strain, and her hand on her belly.


“Stay near the fire,” Karigan told her, dodging an ice sword that swiped by her head. She returned her focus to the fight before her. The creatures were now taller than she was, and getting harder to kill. She dispatched one, and another was there to replace it. Where were they all coming from?


When she was on her third, she began to feel the heat of the fire against her back. Her opponent backed away. Good. The fire should help keep Anna and Estora safe and prevent the creatures from attacking from behind.


A trio of blurs leaped into the fray, and Karigan wondered what new threat these were until she realized they were Eletians.



Lhean had returned! They made even the Weapons seem sluggish in comparison as their swords smashed through the creatures with ease. One by one, in quick succession, they destroyed the enemy until there were no more left to fight. Shards of ice bones lay melting on the floor. Karigan, like the others, leaned on her sword breathing hard.


King Zachary saluted the Eletians with his poker. “Thank you for your timely arrival.”


Lhean nodded. “After we left the city, we sensed the unnatural weather gathering around your castle.” He and Idris were protected by the strange pearlescent armor of the Eletians, prepared for battle. Curiously, Enver was not similarly armored. He wore only the travel clothing she’d seen him in before.


“We must ascertain if there are more of the creatures out—” King Zachary was cut off by a rending howl and a blast of wind so powerful that it forced Karigan back toward the hearth. She felt her limbs tightening, beginning to freeze, but the fire behind her kept her from turning to ice. The others in the chamber, even the Eletians, struggled to move.


“Sir Karigan!” a forgotten Anna cried, and Estora shrieked.


A towering figure of ice and snow loomed over Estora. It gave off a haze of frost so thick that it was impossible to make out its features. It reached for Estora. Neither the Weapons nor the king seemed able to move. Karigan, too, was numb, but not frozen. She leaped past the hearth, onto the sofa, and hacked off the thing’s arm. It howled, and she was thrown to the floor by the force of the wind, a blizzard of snow and ice.


And then it receded. She sat up blinking as flurries alighted on her. Everyone in the room remained in a momentary stupor. King Zachary was the first to recover, and he helped his shocked wife to her sofa. He murmured softly to her and draped a blanket around her shoulders.


“Is everyone all right?” the king asked.


“Fine here, sire,” Fastion said, and Ellen and Donal chorused they were fine, too, as they flexed their limbs.


“Karigan?” the king asked. “Are you all right?”


“Yes . . . Yes, Your Majesty, I think so.” She rose to her feet



and realized Daro’s saber had shattered. Only the hilt remained with a small jagged fragment beyond the guard. The rest lay in pieces on the floor. So much for her promise of returning it in good condition. Lhean strode over to her and examined it. The king and his Weapons also came over to look.


“Do you know what happened here?” the king asked Lhean. “What attacked us?”


“Aureas slee,” Lhean replied softly. “A major elemental of the north.”


“An elemental?”


“Yes, Firebrand. A manifestation of nature. It would not have likely attacked on its own, however. It was probably summoned.”


The king paced back to where Estora reclined on her sofa and placed his hand on her shoulder and gazed down at her. “We will try to understand this attack later, but now we must attend to our wounded. Can those who were frozen be thawed?”


“It is best,” Lhean said, “to let them thaw naturally. To interfere with elemental magic may do more harm than good.”


The king nodded. “We must figure out how we may protect ourselves from another attack. It came for the queen. If not for Sir Karigan . . .”


Karigan saw the gratitude in his eyes, and she glanced away.


“Elemental spirits are often attracted to beauty and power,” Lhean said, nodding toward Estora. “When etherea was more powerful in the world, those such as the aureas slee were more present and delighted in the stealing of human and Eletian children alike to raise as their own, to make their own. They would find your queen and the young she bears irresistible.”







[image: images] FOLLOWING SIR KARIGAN [image: images]


[image: images]Anna tried to remain as inconspicuous as possible beside the hearth, but she was getting too hot. She took a few steps away, hoping no one noticed her. Never in her life would she have ever imagined tending a fire in the queen’s sitting room, much less being there with not only the queen, but the king, Weapons, Eletians, and, of course, Sir Karigan. Why, there were special household staff who attended the king and queen and looked after their fires. Down in the servants quarters, they’d never believe what she’d seen and done today. Of course, she did not know if her fellow servants had survived the attack.


The Weapons moved out of the room, out toward the corridor, followed by the Eletians. Anna had never seen Elt so close up. One time, a bunch of them had camped outside the castle gates, and like so many city dwellers, she’d gone down to gaze upon their colorful tents billowing in the breeze. Up close, the Eletians seemed to shimmer with enchantment. When they left the room, the light dimmed, the world grew more mundane.


“Young lady?” the queen said.


Anna looked over her shoulder, searching for the young lady.


Sir Karigan nudged her. “She means you.”


Me? Anna quailed. Sir Karigan propelled her toward the queen on her sofa. Anna could not meet her gaze.


“Curtsy,” Sir Karigan whispered.


Anna obeyed, hardly breathing.


“What is your name?” the queen asked.




Anna was aware of the king standing behind the sofa, a large and forbidding presence. She lived and worked in the castle, but rarely saw the king and queen, and always at a distance and surrounded by Weapons, courtiers, and aides. Anna found she could not speak and just stood there slack-jawed.


“This is Anna,” Sir Karigan said. “She takes care of the hearths and stoves in the Rider wing, as well as other parts of the castle, I imagine.”


“You are very brave,” the queen said, “and build a fine fire. It held those creatures at bay.”


“Yes,” the king added in a grave voice. “You helped protect the queen. We are very grateful.”


Anna blushed furiously and could not believe she was the object of their words. They were expressing their gratitude to her, a nobody! The king continued to speak, but this time to Sir Karigan.


“And yet again you have prevented disaster,” he was saying. “Where would we be if you hadn’t come when you did?”


“Uh . . . ?” Sir Karigan shifted on her feet. So, it wasn’t only Anna who got nervous under the attention of the king and queen. She had not expected it of Sir Karigan.


“You may refuse to give yourself credit,” the queen said, “but we know better.”


“I believe I need to have a look outside,” King Zachary said, “to see the state of things. Fastion?” he called. “Would you please come stay with the queen?”


The Weapon returned and said, “Those who were frozen are thawing out, Your Majesty. There are some, however, who have not made it.”


The king left them, and Sir Karigan bowed to the queen. “With your leave, I would like to help where I can, and check on my family. And I think Anna might be needed to help warm up the castle again.”


“Of course, Karigan, and thank you.”


It did not pass Anna’s attention that the king and queen spoke to Sir Karigan familiarly, without title. Anna bobbed a curtsy once more to the queen, who smiled at her. Color had returned to her cheeks, but her face still looked drawn.


Sir Karigan tapped Anna on the shoulder and beckoned



her to follow. In the outer corridor, Weapons, soldiers, and Riders were stirring. They had been statues of ice, but now after the battle, the ice was all gone. Those who had been frozen were soggy and stiff, but they were coming around. Sir Karigan paused to help her Chief Rider sit up. She was still flushed beneath her burn scars, but conscious.


“Leave me be,” Mara Brennyn said, slapping Sir Karigan’s hands away. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Go check on the others. I’ll find the captain.”


Sir Karigan led Anna on, checking on people as she went. At one point, she abruptly blocked Anna’s view by stepping in front of her. “You don’t want to see this.” She walked so that Anna’s gaze remained blocked, though she could still see blood on the floor filling the cracks between flagstones. Sir Karigan did this more than once to spare her the sight of the people who had fallen and shattered, their remains now thawing. She was grateful, for she did not wish to see the carnage.


Smoke filled the area where Sir Karigan had dropped the chandelier, but others had put out the fire it had caused. Still, she looked chagrined. As they continued along, people clamored for answers. Sir Karigan told them the castle had been attacked, but all was well now and there would probably be more of an explanation later. Many people had been injured with bites from the creatures, and some also with stab wounds, but menders were beginning to emerge from the mending wing to provide aid.


When they reached the Rider wing at long last, Sir Karigan took a deep breath before they entered, seeming to steel herself, but everyone they found within appeared to be up and about, and greeted her with cheery voices. A Rider hopped down the corridor on one foot, a blood-stained bandage tied around the thigh of the leg she favored.


“Daro!” Sir Karigan said, relief in her voice. “You’re all right.”


“Mostly,” the Rider said.


“Uh, here’s your sword.” Sir Karigan handed her what was left of the saber.


“Karigan G’ladheon, you broke my sword! Do you know what the quartermaster is going to say?”




Sir Karigan grimaced and said, “Actually, I have a pretty good idea. Sorry, but it couldn’t be helped.”


Anna knew that Daro’s accusation had been good-natured. Green Riders seemed to have a lot of camaraderie, much better than among the servants, where there was a lot of petty gossip and people divided into factions.


Sir Karigan gave Daro and the other Riders a quick rundown of what happened, then suddenly said, “This is Anna. She takes care of our hearths and stoves, and she helped keep the queen safe.”


“Hello, Anna,” the Riders said.


Anna could only stare wide-eyed, but the Riders did not seem to mind.


Sir Karigan briefly described the scene in the queen’s sitting room, then said, “And we should probably see what we can do to help, except you, Daro, and any others of you who’ve been injured.”


“But—” Daro began.


“To bed, Rider. You aren’t helping anyone if you fall over from blood loss.”


“You owe me a sword,” Daro said as she hopped away.


“Wish I had one of my own,” Sir Karigan muttered. The Riders dispersed, and she turned to Anna. “I’m sorry, I should have asked, but do you have anyone you need to see to?”


Anna shook her head. She had no family, and really wasn’t close to anyone in the servants quarters. She’d rather be with the Riders.


“You sure?” When Anna nodded, she continued, “Then I guess you should check the fires where you can, get the others you work with to do the same, and warm up this castle. The people who were frozen need it. And . . .” She looked past Anna into the distance, speaking as if to herself. “And fire was the best defense against those creatures. Should they come again . . .” She shook her head as if remembering herself. “No, they would not dare. Thank you for your help today. It is time I attended to my own duties.” She gave Anna a final smile and squeeze of her shoulder, and strode down the corridor.


Anna watched after her at a loss. What a day! She had been acknowledged by the king and queen, and had even



helped Sir Karigan. No, they would not believe it down in the servants quarters. She basked in the fact that Sir Karigan had not introduced her as “the ash girl,” as most people called her, but knew her name and made her job sound important when it had always seemed just lowly drudge work. But today, it had actually helped, and even the king and queen said so.


She shook herself, remembering what Sir Karigan said about attending to duties, and it was time she emulated the Rider and returned to her own work.
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[image: images]Ordinarily, prisoners were held in the block house, but with only a few cells, it was for temporary holding only, for minor infractions such as soldiers drunk on duty. More serious offenders were moved to the city jail, or even transferred to prisons in other provinces. The most serious crimes, of course, were punished with execution.


The old dungeons beneath the castle had been closed up for a century at least, until recent years when Second Empire came to the fore and the king needed to detain those who were captured. A portion of the dungeons had been cleaned up and repaired. They were currently occupied by only one man, and he had to admit that his accommodations were humane, with a clean bunk, fresh water, and decent food. No one beat him on a whim as he would have been in his home province. He was not chained to the wall and forced to sit in his own waste. He was brought reading materials, and the guards were more or less genial, telling him the news of the land and trading jests, even though he was a traitor.


Immerez, the one-handed, one-eyed former captain of the Mirwellian provincial militia, did not know why he still lived. Other traitors had been carted off to the gallows long ago. No one had questioned him since that Rider, the false Mirwellian, in Teligmar, except for the king when he first arrived. If his connection to Grandmother and Second Empire had not been enough to hang him, the part he had played in the coup attempt on King Zachary should have been. And yet, alive he remained. Was it possible the king had forgotten about him? If not, what were they waiting for?




A sudden shout from a guard down the passageway roused Immerez from his bunk. He crossed over to the cell door. The small barred window did not allow him to see much but the opposite wall. He heard footsteps running up stone stairs and more shouting. What in damnation had stirred up the guards?


He strained to listen for clues as to what was going on, but for a very long time he heard nothing. He crossed to the back of the cell where the grate opened at ground level to allow fresh air in, but there was nothing to see except a barrier of snow. He shrugged and sat once again on his bunk. There was no reason anyone would bother to inform him about what was happening, but next time a guard came by to check on him, he’d certainly inquire.


After a while, he began to wonder if a guard would come by. They checked on him at least once an hour, but it felt like much more than an hour had passed. A lot more. Had they finally decided his fate was to perish in his cell without food or water? Not likely. King Zachary was too fair a man to allow such suffering, a weakness to Immerez’s way of thinking. Of course, he’d been trained in the Mirwellian provincial militia, where there was no sense of fairness, and weakness was an invitation for abuse.


When he stood to stretch and pace again, he heard boots pounding down the passageway. Before he could peer out the window, there was the cling of a key ring and the turning of the lock. The door swung open. The guard, Rogan, bustled into the cell. Immerez fell back in surprise.


“Here, put these on.” Rogan threw a bundle of cloth at him and dropped a pair of boots at his feet. “Hurry!”


After a shocked moment, Immerez did not waste any time, and drew on a tunic of Sacoridian black and silver, and then a heavy winter cloak. The boots fit well.


“We’ve been waiting for the right opportunity to get you out,” Rogan said, “and it finally came.” He peered out the door and down the passageway, then beckoned Immerez to follow him.


“Who is ‘we’? What’s happening?” Immerez was not about to worry overmuch about the intentions of someone breaking him out of prison, but he was curious.




“Some sort of . . . I dunno,” Rogan said. “A magical attack or something. But now we can get you outta here. We have horses down in the city.”


Immerez followed his unexpected benefactor up the stairs and into the upper corridor.


“When we reach castle grounds, act just like a regular soldier, right? Everyone else is busy. They won’t even notice us.”


Immerez paused with Rogan at the end of the corridor at a heavy, ironbound door. “Yes, but who are you working with?”


Rogan grinned and pulled down his collar to reveal a tattoo of a dead tree just below his throat. Then he thrust the door open to the wintry world beyond. “Grandmother wants you back.”


Immerez followed Rogan out into the snow and left his prison behind forever.







[image: images] AN UNDERSTANDING [image: images]


[image: images]As soon as Karigan stepped into her chamber, she was surrounded by her anxious aunts and had the breath squeezed out of her with their hugs. Their kisses were wet with tears. Her father, as always, stood aside awaiting his turn. When it came, he returned the bonewood staff to her.


“Didn’t need it,” he said. “What happened out there? Your Aunt Brini was half-hysterical and didn’t make any sense.”


Karigan described the magical attack and ice creatures. Meanwhile, her sharp-eyed aunts spied her bloody hand and set to tending it.


“Ow!” she cried as Aunt Stace pulled off the crusty handkerchief that had been Anna’s. She winced at the bite of cold water from her wash basin used to clean the wounds.


“Stop making faces, Kari girl,” Aunt Stace said. “It’s just cuts and scratches.”


“But it stings.”


Aunt Stace clucked her tongue.


“The creatures,” her father persisted. “They attacked the king and queen?”


“They’re fine,” she replied. “They had good protection.”


“That is a relief. I do not like this resurgence of magic we’ve been experiencing over the past few years or so.” Karigan must have scowled, for he added, “I know what you are going to say.”


“Oh?”


“Yes, that not all magic is bad, that it depends on the intent of the user.”




Karigan smiled. That was exactly what she’d been about to tell him. And it would not have been the first time.


“Believe it or not,” he continued, “I have come to the conclusion that magic can be good if it is in you.”


His statement so surprised her she did not know what to say. This was a great concession from him, and so imbued with love. She reclaimed her re-bandaged hand from her aunts and flashed her father a smile. Then she took a second look at the bandage. It was high quality linen with fancy stitchwork. “Where did you get this?” she asked Aunt Stace.


“It’s your father’s fine neckerchief.”


“Stace!” he sputtered.


“You wouldn’t begrudge your daughter a bit of cloth to staunch her wounds? You can afford to buy a new one.”


Deciding she’d better intervene, Karigan told her aunts, “I bet there are injured people who could use some help out there.” She waved her arm to indicate the greater castle. “I am sure the menders would appreciate your assistance.” She hoped Ben wouldn’t kill her.


“Yes, that’s a sound idea,” Aunt Stace said.


Karigan held her hand up to forestall them. “There are remains out there,” Karigan warned. “It’s—it’s grisly.”


“Back on Black Island,” Aunt Stace said, “we tended many a wounded fisherman. You would not believe the accidents they got themselves into. We will help as we can. Come, sisters.”


“Gods,” her father said after they had left. “Between you and my sisters, it’s a wonder I haven’t gone all gray.”


“You are very lucky,” Karigan replied, “just to have hair at your age.”


He gazed at the ceiling as though to the heavens. “The gods preserve me.”


Karigan, feeling tired once again now that the excitement of the battle with the ice creatures had worn off, dropped onto her bed. With her aunts gone, Ghost Kitty came out of hiding and leaped up beside her. He rubbed against her arm until she scratched him behind his ear.


“I am sorry I yelled at you this morning,” she told her father. “I wasn’t myself.”




He leaned against her desk. “We know you have had a lot to contend with. And I assume we don’t know even the half of it. We should have waited, given you time, but when we heard you were alive, we had to see you. And, you know your aunts, they are . . . unrestrained.”


Karigan laughed, remembering her conversation with the king and queen earlier. “Overwhelming,” she said.


“Yes, overwhelming. The thing is, you are right. We weren’t really showing you respect, despite all you’ve done and been through, despite the obvious regard the king holds for you. We remember you as our little girl, and keep making the mistake that you are still she.”


“I know.”


“Do you? I doubt you will know till you have children of your own.” He smiled to take the sting out of his words.


Children? He hadn’t even managed to marry her off yet, despite his best efforts.


“I would like grandchildren one day,” he said as if he knew her thoughts.


“I think I am busy enough without—” and she gestured curtly “—children.”


“You see? Here I am, interfering again.” He crossed over to the bed and sat beside her. Annoyed by his intrusion, Ghost Kitty whacked the mattress with his tail. “I will keep seeing you as my child, no matter your age or accomplishments. I will never stop worrying and making wishes for the future. I never imagined my daughter becoming a Green Rider. It is not a path I would have chosen for you, but the point is that it is not my place to choose, is it? I just want you to be happy on the path you’ve chosen, though I’ll always wish you were doing something safer and giving me grandchildren.”


Karigan ran her hand over Ghost Kitty’s soft fur. He purred loudly. “Thank you,” she said.


“I only fear,” her father said, “that I don’t know you very well, the grown you, the woman you’ve become.”


It was, Karigan knew, her own fault, her reluctance to share everything about her life as a Green Rider with him. Doing so, she believed, would only cause him to fear for her



all the more, but maybe he would have come to the conclusion about her adulthood much sooner, had she been more forthcoming. She still could not, she decided, bring herself to tell him much of her trials, but perhaps she could tell him enough to satisfy his curiosity.


She told him about her journey into Blackveil, focusing on the details of the forest environment, the members of the company that went in with her, but she left out certain details of the dangers she faced. She touched lightly on the horror of companions who had been lost. She did not speak of the Coutre forester who’d attempted to murder her and why. She did explain how she helped the Sleepers of Argenthyne cross into Eletia through a piece of time, but she skipped over how she had barely escaped an attack by tainted Sleepers and how she was tested by the mirror man.


Then there was the complicated tale of her crossing into the future. She glanced at her father. He looked like he was having a hard time digesting it all, and despite her circumspect telling, he looked a little pale.


“I think,” she said, “I’m too tired to tell the whole thing right now.” And she was. Very. “Also, I should check in with Captain Mapstone.”


“No need,” the captain said from the doorway.


“Captain!” Karigan stood, and Ghost Kitty rolled away with an irritated meow. How long had the captain been standing there?


“I have been checking on everyone myself and taking stock,” the captain said. “We fared surprisingly well, considering. Your aunts have been making themselves useful.”


“Good. I mean, that is good, isn’t it?”


The captain smiled. “Yes, good. They are helping a great deal.”


That was a relief. “You are . . . well?”


“Castle grounds were hit lightly. The attack was concentrated in the castle. Nothing, from what I’ve heard, down in the city.”


Karigan’s father stood beside her. “Then all is well? It’s all over?”


“I would not say all is well,” the captain replied. “There



were casualties, and your daughter tried to burn down the castle.”


“Um—” Karigan began. Her father glanced sharply at her.


“Little harm done,” the captain said, “and done for a good cause. Your daughter probably did not tell you that she prevented the queen from being taken from us by an elemental spirit.”


“No, she did not.” He gave Karigan a reproachful look.


Karigan smiled faintly and shrugged.


“Yes,” Captain Mapstone said, “the king told me about it himself.” She went on to describe the scene with great flourishes.


Karigan tried to prepare herself for her father’s response, but he did not overreact. He did not demand or plead with her to leave the messenger service, which he might have done at some earlier time. No, he tilted his chin up and said, “You are fortunate to have a G’ladheon on the job.”


A pleased smile crossed the captain’s face, and Karigan, both astonished and delighted, laughed.


“Is our queen in any further danger?” he asked. “I met her some time ago, before she was betrothed to the king. It was that night when Prince Amilton tried to take the throne. She stood strongly against him, and it pains me to think of her suffering.”


“We do not know, of course,” the captain replied, “but one of our Riders, Merla, had an awakening of her special ability during the attack. It seems she can create protective wards, and the Eletians are guiding her on how to set them around the royal apartments.”


That was good news, Karigan thought. Her father had stiffened beside her when the captain mentioned Merla’s special ability, but he surprised her again when he said, “I am pleased that the queen may be protected by those with such abilities against enemies who would cause her harm. It has taken me a while to learn the concept of magic being used for good, but now I understand.”


“Glad to hear it,” the captain said, “as the special abilities of my Riders may make the difference in any conflict to come.”




Her words hung heavy in the silence, though Karigan swore she could hear whispers in the depths of the dark corridor beyond her chamber.


“Why does your Rider not use her ability to . . . ward the whole castle?”


“In time,” the captain replied, “she may, but the use of any ability has its cost, and just warding the queen’s sitting room gave Merla a case of the hives.”


Karigan’s father glanced at her, and she could see him wondering about her ability and what it cost her, but to his credit, he did not ask.


“If you like, merchant,” the captain said, “I’d be happy to answer your questions about Rider abilities. They are not usually discussed outside our ranks, but as you already know as much as you do, and since we have benefitted so much from your generosity over the years, you are our trusted ally, and it seems acceptable to discuss it with you.”


He nodded. “Yes, that would be interesting.”


“I do not make the offer without motive,” the captain said, a crafty gleam in her eye.


“I do not suppose you do.”


Karigan glanced from one to the other, not sure what to make of the two of them, and quite certain she didn’t want to think too deeply about it.


“Find me in the stables tomorrow morning around the ninth bell,” the captain told him. “We have unfinished business.”


“I am sure we do,” he murmured.


The captain turned on her heel and struck off down the corridor.


Karigan’s father gazed after the captain with a perplexed expression on his face. “I do not know whether to be pleased or afraid when that woman wants to see me. She always strikes me as being taller than she is.”


Karigan could agree on the last, but didn’t dare speculate on the former.


After a few moments, he turned to her. “You look very tired, and I shouldn’t wonder why after all you’ve done today.”




“I am.”


“Why don’t you rest, and I’ll come back around at supper. Meanwhile, I’d best make sure your aunts do not take over the entire castle.”


Karigan hugged him good-bye, and before she dropped into bed, she was drawn by curiosity to the traveling chest they’d deposited on her floor. Inside she found the items of hers that had been sent home after her “death,” including a certain blue gown with silver threading that had been cleaned and repaired of the abuse it had once received. She laughed, wondering what her aunts had made of its condition, and hung the gown in her wardrobe. She also discovered a tin of Cook’s ginger snaps in the trunk and ate two right away.


She kicked off her boots, took off her shortcoat, and lay in bed. She pulled her comforter to her chin, and with Ghost Kitty purring beside her, fell soundly asleep. She did not awaken hours later when her family tiptoed into her chamber to retrieve their cloaks. Her father did not rouse her for supper, but let her sleep in peace.


The ghosts came to tell her their stories, but even the most insistent among them failed to disturb her.







[image: images] UNFINISHED BUSINESS [image: images]


[image: images]As the city bells rang nine hour, Laren Mapstone tended her horse, Bluebird, in the Rider stables. Despite the frigid weather, the warmth of all the horses made the old building bearable, even snug. The contented sounds of horses munching on hay, their snorts and whickers, comforted her and were so very normal after the previous day’s magical incursion. When, she wondered, would the next attack come, and the one after that? Would they be able to fend off whatever came next? Even worse, she’d had word that a prisoner had escaped during the chaos, had walked right off castle grounds during the fighting. Immerez. A guard had gone missing with him, which meant, despite all the precautions, Second Empire’s operatives were still infiltrating their ranks.


She worked a curry comb over Bluebird’s fluffy winter coat. She never spent enough time with him for her schedule was fraught with meetings, and attending the king, and attacking all the administrative needs of the messenger service.


“Good morning.”


Laren looked up from where she was currying Bluebird’s belly, and had to look even higher for Stevic G’ladheon was tall. He stood on the other side of the stall door, his hands deep in the pockets of his long beaver fur coat. He wore no hat, and his cheeks were ruddy from being outside.


“Good morning,” Laren replied, setting the curry comb aside and dusting her hands off.


Bluebird stuck his nose out to snuffle Stevic’s shoulder. Stevic patted his forehead. “Hello, old fellow.”


Unfortunately, “old fellow” was apt. Bluebird was up there



in years with more gray than ever speckling his blue roan hide.


“I’d have brought some kauv—” Stevic began. When she frowned, he tried again. “Tea?” At her nod, he continued, “Yes, well, I would have brought tea, but I fear it would have frozen solid before I got here.”


“It was a nice thought,” she replied.


An awkward silence fell between them. The stables were quiet, aside from the usual horsey sounds. Hep, who had recently been promoted to stable master, and his assistants were off securing a load of hay, and her Riders were engaged in training, or lessons, or other duties.


“You mentioned yesterday that we had unfinished business,” Stevic said. “How might Clan G’ladheon be of service to the Green Riders?” He bowed, hand to heart.


Laren regretted his formality when once their relationship had been more genial, warm. He blamed her, she knew, for all the dangers his daughter had faced since becoming a Green Rider. It had been difficult enough to tell him Karigan had been sent into Blackveil, and then, months later, on a crisp autumn day, the sky a clear blue and the trees laden with apples, she appeared on his doorstep unbidden, and he seemed to know why. When she informed him Karigan had been declared dead, he had crumpled to his knees, his grief so profound she still trembled to think of it.


“Captain?” Stevic said. “You wished to see me, did you not? Is this regarding further supplies for your messengers?”


She willed the memories to vanish and forced herself to the present. “Yes, there is that.” She removed the envelope sealed with the mark of the Green Riders from an inner pocket of her greatcoat and handed it to Stevic. “Mara and Elgin came up with a list.”


“I trust the supplies have been satisfactory thus far?” The envelope disappeared into one of the voluminous pockets of his fur coat.


“Yes. Yes, of course. Excellent.”


He bowed again. “It is my pleasure to serve. If that is all, I wish you a good day, Captain.” He turned to leave.


“Hold, merchant.”




He halted and turned back to her. Was that a gleam of amusement in his eye? Infuriating man.


“Is there something else?” he asked. “Anything else I can do to serve the captain of His Majesty’s Messenger Service?”


Damn his formality. As if there hadn’t been more between them. “I realize we have not been on the best of terms ever since Karigan went into Blackveil, which I admit I find . . .” What? Sorrowful? Aggravating? Distressing? She settled on, “Unfortunate.”


He said nothing, just stood there waiting for her to go on. Of course, he would, just to see her flounder. She was sure of it. She took a deep breath and continued, “Those of us who serve the king have a range of duties to perform, and certainly some of those duties can be dangerous.”


“It seems to me,” Stevic replied, “that certain of those who serve the king go into danger more often than others.”


“Certain of those who do go, do so because they are extremely capable. Others just seem to attract trouble. Karigan is both. She is one of my best Riders as her performance during yesterday’s attack should make abundantly clear.”


“Tell me, Captain,” he said, “which are you?”


Bluebird appeared to watch them with his ears pricked as though viewing a sporting match. Wind whistled through the cracks of doors and shutters, stirring up a fine dust from the rafters.


“What is your answer, Captain?”


She pursed her lips, unsettled by his intensity. “All messengers face danger in the course of their duties.”


“But not all go into Blackveil.”


“No, but three did. One of them never came home. The king could have just sent soldiers, but he wanted his Riders to go because of their competence.”


“Would you go into Blackveil if he asked?”


“Of course.” She had, in fact, volunteered, but Zachary refused her.


Stevic studied her for a moment, and then something about his posture relaxed. His features became easier. “I know you have faced dangers of your own. Karigan has told me a little. I



know, also, that because of your position you are often in the middle of political struggles, which cannot be easy.”


“No, it is not,” she murmured, recollecting how, after the assassination attempt on Zachary, she had opposed the schemers who wanted a “deathbed wedding” for their wounded, unconscious king. Moving up the wedding, they believed, would ensure a continuity of leadership, should Zachary die leaving no heirs of his blood, but doing so, she argued, violated king’s law for it disregarded his choice of successor, whose name was sealed in the Royal Trust. When Laren threatened to expose them, they’d drugged her and placed her under house arrest. Her future had been uncertain, her very life in jeopardy.


“I have always assumed that this—” He reached across the stall door and traced the scar that began on her chin, the poorly healed brown scar that slashed down her neck and disappeared beneath her collar. She started at the warmth of his touch. “I have always assumed it happened in the course of your duties.”


“Yes,” she replied. “Brigands along the road.” That was the short, less painful version.


He withdrew his hand and waited as if he expected more. What did he want? The whole bloody story and its nightmarish details? Instead, she said, “I was younger, a mere lieutenant during Queen Isen’s reign. If I hadn’t been with another Rider, I would have died.” She had almost died anyway. “Is that what you were waiting to hear? That I, too, have experienced close calls?”


“In a way,” he admitted. “It is a confirmation and a relief.”


She was incredulous. “A relief? A relief I was nearly gutted and almost died but for the grace of the gods?”


“Gutted?”


Laren clenched her hands at her sides. Bluebird nickered as though to comfort her. “The scar doesn’t stop at my throat.”


He backed away as though struck. “I am sorry. I did not mean to overstep—to pry. I—” He cleared his throat. “What I mean, is that I am relieved that the one who sends my daughter into perilous situations knows those dangers first-hand



 and does not make such decisions lightly. I mean, I am sorry you’ve known those dangers, but . . .”


Laren decided to let him flounder this time.


“I cannot find the words,” he said at last.


“So, the merchant’s golden tongue has turned to tin?” She could not help herself but gloat a little.


He laughed. It was a full, hearty laugh that seemed to clear the last of the tension from the air. When he subsided, he said, “I apologize for my questioning. It is not easy to hear your only child is dead. Then the shock of her return . . .”


“I have had to inform too many families of the loss of their children during my time as captain. Far too many. And I know it was the same for my captain when I was a young Rider, and for his captain before him.”


“It must be extremely difficult.”


“It is. I care about each of my Riders, and the last thing I ever want to do is tell a parent they have lost a child.”


Bluebird turned in the stall, presenting his rump as he lipped stray bits of hay from his bedding. Laren patted him and stepped out of the stall. She latched it soundly behind her and turned to face the merchant once more.


“Perhaps,” she said, “I should tell you how capable your daughter is, and maybe that would make you easier about her work as a Green Rider. Knowing Karigan, she probably doesn’t talk much about all she’s done.” Laren had overheard enough of Karigan’s conversation with her father yesterday to know this was true.


“I would like that,” he replied. “She does have a knack for leaving out details.”


“She knows how much you worry, and admittedly, some of the things she’s done are hair-raising, but it only further exemplifies her competence.”


She gave him the details of stories of which he had heard only the basics, like those of Karigan’s rescue of the then Lady Estora in the Teligmar Hills, and more of her experiences in Blackveil than she had told him the day before. Laren didn’t tell him everything, certainly little about Cade Harlowe, whom Karigan had been so careful to keep to herself.



Another subject she avoided? Karigan’s mirror eye. Few knew of it for her own protection.


So many secrets.


Even as Laren attempted to enlighten Stevic about his daughter’s adventures, she held back much. How calculating was the exclusion of details, how it could manipulate emotion and opinion, and make certain truths mislead. How she could soothe the worry of a father by emphasizing his daughter’s cleverness.


“Not only is Karigan able to find her way out of insane situations,” Laren concluded, “but she helps people along the way, like that ash girl yesterday. It was not only the queen she kept safe.”


Stevic had bowed his head so that it was hard to know what he made of it all. She rubbed her lower back. The cold had crept up from the floor into her joints. The city bell rang ten hour.


Eventually he said, “She would have made an excellent merchant, but it is clear she was meant to serve the realm and its people, and not just one clan. I thank you for telling me what she would not, though I sense there are details even you are holding back.”


She gave him a tight smile. “Greenie secrets.”


“Hmm.”


Bluebird rubbed his head on her shoulder, and she turned to pat him, only to find it wasn’t Bluebird, but the horse in the neighboring stall. He was at least sixteen and a half hands high, and was white with a splattering of black spots.


“No nibbling, Loon,” she told him in a stern voice. He stopped and shook his mane and blinked at her. She turned to speak to Stevic again, but paused and stood frozen for a moment.


“What is it?” Stevic asked.


She glanced back at Loon. He’d returned to his hayrack, paying her not a whit of attention. How was it she knew his name? He’d been brought by the horse trader, Damien Frost, last spring with all the other new horses. Loon must have partnered with one of the newer Riders and someone had



told her his name, but she couldn’t remember anything about it. She’d have to ask Elgin when she next saw him.


“Laren?” Stevic asked. “Something wrong?”


She noted his use of her name and smiled. “No, nothing is wrong.”


He nodded, getting that intense look in his eyes again as he gazed down at her. “I believe our business is not quite complete.”


Just then, a horse nose—she didn’t know if it was Loon or Bluebird—shoved her so that she neatly stumbled into Stevic’s arms.


“No,” she said, looking up at him, “I guess it’s not.”







[image: images] EMINENTLY SUITED [image: images]


[image: images]A full night’s restful sleep did Karigan a world of good, and so far this morning there was no reappearance of the strange ice creatures that had terrorized the castle the previous day. At breakfast, however, she heard about the escape of Immerez.


“I thought you’d want to know,” Mara said.


And with good reason. Karigan had been caught in his clutches more than once, the first time when she was carrying a desperate message to King Zachary before she was even officially a Green Rider, and the second time in the Teligmar Hills when she served as a decoy to draw away Immerez’s henchmen to enable Estora’s escape to safety. He had never forgiven Karigan for cutting off his sword hand.


“Thank you,” Karigan replied, picking at her sausage, “I think.”


“The king has soldiers out tracking him. I am sure they’ll bring him back one way or the other.”


Karigan decided she would not allow this piece of news to overshadow her day. Mara was right—the king’s soldiers would bring Immerez back, and she felt too good after yesterday’s exertions fighting the ice creatures and then having a full night’s sleep, to get tied up in knots about it, though she suspected that some vestige of a shadow would follow her no matter how much she tried not to worry.


After breakfast, she sought out Lhean, but learned he was still helping Merla with the warding around Estora’s apartments. Just after ten hour, she strode along the path to Rider stables to visit Condor, her breath fogging in the frigid air.



She wore a new pair of wool mittens, a scarf, and a cap knitted by Aunt Brini. They were Rider green, and the envy of several of her fellow Riders.


The large sliding doors to the stables were closed against the weather, so she entered through a side door. Like the Rider wing filling up with new Greenies who had heard the call, the stables were now quite filled with horses, and a new section that had not been used in decades was now occupied. It only made her happier to think about it.


She turned a corner to where Condor’s stall was and halted. Down the aisle she saw her father, his height and beaver fur coat unmistakable. A Rider stood in his arms. Karigan squinted through the gloom and realized, with a start, that that wasn’t just any Rider, but her captain.


What in the name of the gods . . . ? Clearly they were unaware of her arrival. They spoke to one another so quietly she could not hear their words. Her father placed his finger under the captain’s chin and tilted her face up, and she grabbed handfuls of his coat and rose on her toes to meet him in a kiss. It was no simple, friendly peck, either, but the lingering, intense kiss of romantic partners.


Karigan blushed and did an about-face, and rushed from the stables, hoping the cold air would jolt her back to reality, maybe help her unsee the scene. Her father? And Captain Mapstone? She scrubbed her face and hurried back the way she had come.


She had sensed there was something going on between the two of them, but it still took her by surprise. She slipped on a patch of ice in her haste but saved herself from a fall. Her father, she knew, still mourned her mother, and there had never really been anyone else, at least that she knew of, unless one counted the madam of a brothel in Rivertown, and Karigan did not. Now that she thought about it, she wondered how many fellow merchants had tried to marry off their daughters to her widowed and very rich father for a beneficial alliance. He had gone his own way, however, successful enough he did not require a marriage alliance. At least not for himself. He could get one, he believed, through his daughter and had tried.




She wanted to be happy for him, but the captain? Not that there was anything wrong with the captain, except that she was her captain.


“Ugh.” She was having a hard time trying to dislodge the image from her mind of their rather passionate kiss. It was fine for them to be intimate. She just didn’t want to see it!


What in the hells did they even have in common? A few strides more and she thought, Oh, gods, ME. If not for her, it was unlikely they would have even met. Wind blew her hair into her face and lifted a fine powder of snow off the castle heights, which descended in a glittery cascade. Her father and the captain were at once an unlikely pair and at the same time eminently suited to one another. Both were strong-minded, which, she reflected, might make for an interesting spectacle. Her father would have to use all his charm to draw the captain out. She was not exactly an open book.


Obviously, her father had been using his charm already.


Ugh. Karigan continued on and stomped up the steps into the main castle entrance. The notion of her father and Captain Mapstone being together would take some getting used to.





She went in search of Estral. She needed someone to talk to about this latest wrinkle in her life. She found the mending wing full of wounded from the previous day’s incursion, and a mender told her Estral had been moved to the diplomatic wing to make space. Karigan looked for her there, but she was not to be found. So, Karigan gave up and headed down to the Rider wing and, to her surprise, found Estral sitting in the common room with Mara in front of a crackling fire. Estral was writing in a journal with pen and ink, and Mara was saying, “—and the change is noticeable.”


“What change?” Karigan asked.


They both looked up in surprise at her approach.


She sat on a bench beside Mara’s rocking chair. To Estral, she said, “I’ve been looking all over for you.”


Estral smiled in reply.


“What are you two up to?” Karigan asked.


“Estral here is taking notes,” Mara replied.




“About what?”


Estral grabbed her slate and chalk and wrote out her response. All the Rider things YOU never tell me about.


“Oh.” Karigan did have that problem with details, and she’d never been a good letter writer. She wondered what “all the Rider things” encompassed.


“Estral says she might write a book about more recent Rider history and how the Riders fit into the scheme of the realm.”


Estral erased her slate with a rag and wrote, Can’t sing, but can write.


Karigan knew she could. She had written numerous songs even before she’d been an apprentice minstrel. When they were in school together at Selium, she used to show Karigan all the songs she was working on. A history was a different matter altogether, but Estral was a good writer in general.


“Can I see?” Karigan asked, pointing at the journal.


Estral shook her head and hugged the journal to her chest. Then she jotted on her slate, Not book yet. Just notes.


“You’ll let me read it when it’s done?”


Estral nodded and mouthed, Of course. For some reason, there was a mischievous glint in her eye.


Hmm, Karigan thought. However, she had something else on her mind and glanced over her shoulder to make sure the three of them were alone in the common room. There were some voices out in the corridor, but no one who would overhear.


“Do you know,” she asked Mara quietly, “if the captain is, er, seeing someone? Like . . . seriously?”


Mara stared blankly at her for a moment before recovering. “You mean, like a man?”


Karigan gave her an exasperated look. “What do you think I mean?”


“Well, you never know. I mean, the captain is pretty private about her personal life. Not that she has much of a life beyond the Green Riders. Why, do you know something?”


“N-no, not really,” Karigan lied.


As Chief Rider, Mara spent the most time in the captain’s company of any Rider. Karigan thought that if anyone had inside information, Mara would.




“Elgin,” Mara mused, “has hinted there was someone many years ago and that there was some tragedy. When I tried to draw him out, he shut right up, told me it wasn’t his place to talk about it if ‘Red’ wouldn’t do so herself.”


That was certainly interesting. Elgin, a retired Rider who’d served with the captain years ago, had returned to the castle to help with all the new Riders. Karigan was under the impression that he, too, was haunted by his own experiences. Both had fought against the notorious Darrow Raiders, in addition to surviving the usual perils of Rider life. She was certainly not the only one to suffer loss.


“In any case,” Mara said, “if Captain Mapstone is seeing someone, it is well overdue. It’s time she had something for herself.” She added in a low, confidential voice, “I will keep an eye out now.”


Estral had watched the exchange with some interest. She didn’t miss much. Karigan would tell her about her father and the captain later, when they were alone. She did not need to start the Riders gossiping about their captain’s love life, but then thought it might be too late now that she’d said something to Mara.


“Mara, don’t—” she began. She was about to tell her friend not to bother keeping an eye on the captain, but just then a trio of visitors entered the common room, escorted by Merla. Her face looked mildly swollen from the hives, but it was the visitors who claimed Karigan’s attention.


“Karigan,” Merla said, “the king asked that I bring these folk to you.”


Karigan was gratified he’d done this for her, that he’d remembered her request to see Lhean.


“In truth,” Lhean said, “I was remiss in not seeking you out earlier, Galadheon, and Lady Estral, too.”


Estral started in surprise, and Lhean gave his usual enigmatic smile. Both Merla and Mara excused themselves, Mara cryptically telling them she had to “go see what the captain was up to.”


Hells. Karigan hoped the captain and her father were not still in the stable. The Eletians joined her and Estral, Enver looking curiously at all the games stacked on a shelf.




“Little cousin,” Lhean said to Estral, “we are glad to see you looking well.”


Estral bowed her head in response.


There was Eletian blood in Estral’s ancestry, and Karigan was pleased they acknowledged it in so positive a manner. People could be ugly about those of mixed races.


“We are distressed by the theft of your voice,” Idris said. It was a surprise to hear her speak, for she rarely did so that Karigan had ever observed.


“And your music,” Lhean added. “Would you allow Idris to seek the root of this spell that is upon you?”


Estral nodded emphatically, but Karigan, knowing Eletians as she did, was suspicious. “Is there any danger to Estral?”


“You are wise to ask, Galadheon,” Lhean said. “No harm shall come from Idris, but if the person who placed this spell left a . . . I believe you call it a booby trap? If such a thing is tied to the spell, both Idris and Lady Estral would be in danger. A strong enough trap could ensnare or even kill them. Idris, however, is very learned on how to avoid such traps.”


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Karigan asked her friend.


Estral scribbled on her slate, and when she showed it to Karigan, YES was scrawled across it in large letters.
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[image: images]“It is decided then,” Lhean said. “Are you ready?”


Estral nodded, and Idris pulled her chair forward so that she was knee-to-knee with her. “It will not cause pain,” Idris told her. “You must place your hands in mine.”


Estral reached forward and clasped Idris’ hands with her long fingers. As if already in rapport, they both closed their eyes and became very still. To either side of Karigan, Lhean and Enver also closed their eyes and hummed. It was low, hardly discernible, but she felt it vibrating along her nerves.


She watched her friend closely, looking for signs of change or pain or danger, but Estral’s expression remained relaxed. Time passed slowly. The fire looked like it could use another log thrown on it, but Karigan did not dare move lest she disrupt whatever connection the Eletians maintained with Estral.


Shadows shifted in the room as more time passed. Karigan yawned, almost missing the crease that furrowed Estral’s brow.


Idris said, “There is a snake, and it has swallowed her voice, the soul of her music, and given it to another. I will—”


She was cut off by Estral coughing and then intensifying into choking, her hands going to her throat.


Karigan jumped up to go to her friend, but Idris was already on her feet, clasping Estral’s shoulders. She leaned down to touch her forehead to Estral’s, and Estral’s choking subsided. Idris released her and returned to her chair. Estral’s



eyes fluttered open. She was breathing hard, but nothing worse.


“Are you all right?” Karigan asked.


Estral nodded.


“There was a trap,” Idris said.


“You cannot overcome it?” Lhean asked.


“No. It is well done. To restore her voice and the soul of her music, she must extract it from the thief. Then the snake will die.”


Estral’s face fell in disappointment. She looked on the verge of tears.


“Do not despair,” Idris said. “I can give you a key to retrieve it, though the finding of the thief may be difficult. I can only tell you that the thief is female, very strong, and young.”


“Magically strong?” Karigan asked.


“Yes, the thief has a natural affinity for working with the etherea, and she has had training.”


“What would you wager . . .” Karigan murmured. No one had heard anything about Grandmother, the leader of Second Empire, since Karigan and her companions had entered Blackveil. She could not help but think this had something to do with Grandmother, but she did not voice her thought because Idris was speaking to Estral.


“There is a gift I can give you in the meantime, for it pains us that you have not your voice.”


Estral cocked her head curiously.


Idris simply held her hands out for her again. Karigan started to protest, but Lhean said, “Hold, Galadheon. This will not hurt your friend, but bring her joy.”


Estral took Idris’ hands, and both closed their eyes once more. Lhean and Enver hummed again. A pale golden light coalesced between Estral and Idris, intensifying and then diminishing until it was gone, and Karigan wondered if she’d actually seen it. Whatever was happening did not take long this time. The humming abruptly ended, and Idris let go of Estral’s hands and watched her expectantly. Estral looked confused.




“Try speaking, little cousin,” Lhean said.


Estral glanced at him with a flash of anger and reached for her slate.


“No,” Lhean said, unperturbed. “Please try.”


Estral opened her mouth. Closed it. Cleared her throat, and said, “I—” She clapped her hands to her mouth, eyes wide. Then she tried again. “I can’t—I can’t believe it—I have a voice again!”


“What did you do?” Karigan asked Idris.


Idris was smiling, but it was Lhean who spoke. “Idris has transferred her voice to Lady Estral. It will sound mostly like Lady Estral’s voice, but with a little of Idris. But you must be aware the transfer will eventually fade. It could be a few months, or it could be many.”


“This is remarkable.” A tear streaked down Estral’s cheek. It did indeed sound like her, but with an overtone reminiscent of Idris. Karigan was so pleased for her friend she felt tears in her own eyes. It was about time something went right.


“Your musicality may return, too,” Lhean said, “but that is more difficult. You must nurture it.”


“I will. Thank you. I mean, this goes beyond thanking. Is Idris without her voice? It is a sacrifice . . .”


Idris said, in a soft whisper, “It is not entirely gone, and any sacrifice is worth seeing your joy.”


“Galadheon,” Lhean said, “might we go someplace where there will be no interruption?”


She led him back to her chamber. She hoped her family would not suddenly show up, but there really wasn’t any other place she could claim for privacy. She closed the door behind her and faced him. His gaze appeared to follow drafts upon the air. He reached out as if to touch them.


“This is a restless place,” he said.


“I don’t sleep well,” she replied.


“It is no surprise. They are attracted to you.”


“They? Do you mean the ghosts?”


His gaze became unfocused, his blue eyes like the turmoil of ocean waves. She’d seen a similar look in the gazes of other Eletians, and she wondered if he was on the verge of saying



something prophetic, but his eyes focused on her once more, like a door closed. She shuddered despite herself.


“Yes,” he said, “kings and queens, courtiers and servants, soldiers and laborers, all with tales to tell. Remember, you have the command of them.”


“What do—”


Lhean raised his hand to silence her. “I know why you have been wishing to see me.”


Karigan wavered with the abrupt change of topic. Conversing with Eletians could be like riding a wild horse, highly unpredictable. “You do?”


“Your heart is not difficult to read, Galadheon. Would you reveal your eye to me?”


“Is that necessary?” She crossed her arms. What did it have to do with anything?


“No,” he replied.


“Then, why?”


“It may be useful.”


Karigan could not hold back her irritation. “I wanted to know what you remembered about the future time—about Cade.”


“Like you, alas, very little. The threads shifted when we returned. We cannot remember what has not yet happened.”


She had heard this Eletian circularity before. “I know.” It almost came out as a shout. “But it did happen, we were there.”


“Yes.”


“Please, don’t you remember anything?”


“I saw but little of your Cade in the end. I recall that there was fighting, and that he was unable to come with us. But yes, Galadheon, he was there in that thread of the future, and your grief is not without foundation.”


Lhean stepped forward, and she stood mesmerized as he, without asking, slipped the patch off her eye. She did not protest, did not stop him, and did not know why not. She could not see out of her mirror eye, for mirror it was, a final jest of the mirror man, a being of unknown origin and power. When in Blackveil, she had crossed into a place between the layers of the world where the mirror man had tested her, given her



three masks from which to choose and wear, each representing some role. There’d been a queen’s mask, very tempting for what she might have and could not otherwise claim; a black mask of malevolent power; and a green mask the hue of her Rider uniform.


She rejected them all. She did not wear masks, and she refused to be stuck in a role, even that of the green one, but the mirror man would not release her until she chose, so being clever, she pointed at the looking mask that he wore. He released her then.


She’d not been so clever after all. As it turned out, the mask had been left for her in the nexus of Castle Argenthyne, and she’d shattered it to keep its power out of the hands of Mornhavon the Black. The shattering sent her and Lhean into Sacoridia’s dark future, where she met, and fell in love with, Cade. The shards of the looking mask, however, followed her through time, through the starry heavens and all the way back to her present where a piece had lodged in her eye, turning it into a mirror, a living looking mask.


Few had seen her eye, for it was disturbing, but those who had had seen things, she knew, but could not say what. The past? The future? Dreams and illusions? The original looking mask opened a window of the universe and the weaving of all the world’s possible outcomes, and now her eye was a microcosm of it, painful, and one over which she had no control. Had she not smashed the looking mask, had she worn it, she would have been its servant as much as its master, rethreading futures, pasts, and presents. She had rejected the power, but the small remnant in her eye forced her to serve anyway.


Lhean placed his hand on her cheek, and though his touch was warm, she shivered. He gazed into her mirror eye, and as usual, she had no vision in it, just the dark infinite nothing. A minute, two minutes, three, or perhaps an hour elapsed, and they both stood motionless. The fire popped in the hearth on the other side of the room, so she knew the world still went on.


A streak of light slashed across her vision, and she cried with the sudden pain of it. Then there was another, and another. Threads of light, tails of falling stars, perhaps, demarked



the weaving of the world. These were accompanied by an assault of images, which had never happened before. They came like an avalanche pummeling her so fast she could make no sense of them. Then they slowed so suddenly that she staggered. Lhean caught her so that she did not fall.


Impressions of the future time came to her. They were cloudy, unfocused. Dirty skies roiled across her vision, along with dreary brick buildings, carriage wheels bumping over cobble streets, a tiny metal man in an open timepiece. She saw people she recognized from Yates’ drawings—Mirriam with her hands on her hips and a stern expression on her face, the professor sitting at a big table with a cup of kauv and a paper, Luke saddling Raven. Raven with his dark dappled bay coat.


And Cade. Cade trained with a practice sword, flowing through forms with grace and power, the ways in which he moved so familiar to her. The vision changed, and he smiled as he told her some story about buttons. Buttons? This, too, slipped away into yet another vision, but one that drew her in, made real as though she could feel his warmth as they lay entwined in the night. His heartbeat, his breaths, the taste of him. She quivered as his hand brushed across her skin. The elation of their joining.


She was thrust into another vision and saw Cade in the light of thousands of moonstones and the maelstrom of a world crumbling around him. She grasped his hand, trying to take him home with her, but he was anchored in the future, anchoring her, too. Lhean was also there pulling on her other arm, attempting to haul her back to their present. She was caught in between, being ripped in two. She would not go home without Cade, but he would not allow her to be trapped in the future, a dangerous future in which it was likely neither of them would survive. Karigan, he said, I love you, and he released her hand. Let her go so she could return home and live, and maybe change the course of history.


Torn apart.


“Nooo!” Karigan screamed. She found herself kneeling on the floor of her chamber, the cold flagstone eating into her knees, with Lhean beside her, supporting her. She screamed



again into his shoulder. He spoke softly to her in Eltish as to a child, and held her in his arms, gently rocking her.


“Why?” she cried. “Why didn’t you let go of me so I could stay with him? Why?”


“This is your world, Galadheon,” he said quietly, “and we cannot do without you.”
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[image: images]Estral jumped up from her chair at the heart-rending screams that keened down the corridor and penetrated through stone walls, but the Eletians remained seated and serene. She dashed out of the common room and followed alarmed Riders to Karigan’s chamber. The Riders clogged the doorway with swords drawn. Estral tried to see over their shoulders, but all she could make out was the top of Karigan’s head. She must be kneeling on the floor.


“What’s going on here?” Mara demanded from the front of the pack. “What have you done to her?”


The Riders tensed as they waited, which made Estral’s anxiety rise even higher.


“Peace, Green Rider,” came Lhean’s calm voice. “It is but grief.”


A silence fell, except for the sound of racking sobs.


Oh, Karigan, Estral thought, desperate to comfort her friend.


“Everyone out,” Mara said.


The clot of Riders shifted and backed out, sheathed their swords, and at Mara’s order, dispersed, muttering among themselves. Before Mara shut the door, Estral glimpsed Karigan bowed over on the floor, her hands over her face and Lhean beside her. When the door closed, she reached for the handle so she could go in and help, but one look from Mara warned her against doing so.


“I think this is between Karigan and the Eletian for now,” Mara said.




Daro Cooper limped up to them. “Are you sure she’s all right?”


“If you mean, is she in danger? No, I don’t think so. Is she all right? That’s a different question. A lot happened to her when she was in the future time.” She then gave Daro a stern look. “And I thought Master Mender Vanlynn said you were to stay off that leg.”


“But—”


“To bed, Rider.”


Daro gave her an impudent salute. “Yes, ma’am.” And limped away grumbling something about going mad with nothing to do.


“You might take a look at Rider payroll,” Mara called sweetly after her.


Daro grumbled unintelligibly, and Mara snorted.


Estral instinctively looked at her hands as if expecting to find slate and chalk in them, before recalling she now had a voice.


“Earlier when we were talking,” she said, “you never got to the part about what happened to Karigan in the future.”


Mara glanced at her in surprise. “Your voice is back!”


As they walked back toward the common room, Estral explained the gift Idris had given her.


“That is quite a gift,” Mara said, pausing in the corridor.


“Yes, it is, a miracle even, but about the future,” Estral reminded her.


“That’s a hard story to tell, because even Karigan can’t remember much. Something about coming home messed up her memory. She tried to tell us what she could, but it’s pretty garbled. The captain has a transcript of what Karigan told her and the king about it. I suspect she’d allow the heir of the Golden Guardian to see it.”


Estral smiled. Her father was not only a master minstrel, but as Golden Guardian, he was a sort of lord-governor of Sacoridia’s history, culture, and arts. He also oversaw the school at Selium, as well as the city itself, though others managed the day-to-day details. His status conveniently came with a few privileges for his heir.




“Thank you,” she told Mara.


The Rider nodded. “I am glad you are here, frankly. I think Karigan can use all the friends she’s got. She tries not to show how hard it’s been, but you saw her in there. I’m not surprised she’s finally broken down after trying to contain it all for so long.”


High-pitched female voices could be heard at the entrance to the Rider wing. “Oh, dear,” Mara murmured. “What she does not need right now is those aunts of hers barging in on her. I am going to have to sidetrack them.” She licked her lips and tugged on her shortcoat as if girding herself, then took off in a determined stride. Estral wished her luck and proceeded to the common room. Enver and Idris still sat within, gazing into the fire.


Enver, perceiving her presence, said, “Little cousin, Idris and I are wondering if you would like to try singing.”


Estral hesitated in the doorway. Karigan’s obvious suffering had tempered her joy at being able to speak again. Even if she found she could sing, she didn’t really feel it was right to do so under the circumstances. And if she couldn’t sing? She was not sure she could face being incapable.


“I don’t know,” she told the Eletians. “I am worried about Karigan.”


Enver looked grave. “Lhean has lanced her wound. She will not heal quickly, her path is long. But be comforted that she can begin healing. Come sit with us now. I will teach you some of our songs.”
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Karigan pointed an accusing finger at Lhean. “You should have released me. You should have let go of me in the end.” She clambered to her feet and reeled away from him. It felt like jagged edges of glass were grinding inside her eye. In a twisted way, she was glad of the pain. It sharpened her focus. All the same, she covered her eye with her hand in an effort to ease it and prevent further visions.


“You would have been destroyed there,” Lhean said, “the both of you.”


She turned on him, tears cold on her cheeks. The cold



came from within. “Don’t you understand? I don’t care. All that matters is that I would have been there with him.” Lhean remained serene in the face of her rage, and it only incensed her more. “This world . . . I don’t care. You should have let me go.” She murmured, “I am so tired.” She wanted it all to go away, to sleep, for sleep was an escape from the pain. To sleep and never wake up.


She wanted Cade even more, his touch, his arms around her. A memory came unbidden of a sultry summer evening, she practicing swordfighting forms without the sword, and he wrapping his arms around her from behind, moving with her, his hands gliding down her body so that the forms became a sensuous dance. She cried out in pain as the memory faded, and grasped the corner post of her bed to hold herself up.


Cade . . .


“You can’t do without me,” she snapped at Lhean. “That’s what you told me. What does it even mean? Has your prince made some new prophecy? You need me to fix everything? Why can’t you fix things for once? Why must I sacrifice everything?” When Lhean did not answer, she continued, “I am sick and tired of being manipulated by gods and—and things like this.” She pointed at her mirror eye. “And Eletians. For all I’ve ever done, all I get is punishment. What did I ever do to deserve it?”


“Galadheon,” Lhean said, “would you forsake your home? Your family? Your friends? Yesterday, what if you had not been here?”


“The Weapons would have protected the king and queen.”


“Are you so sure? And what of the young girl, Anna? And all the people you saved by destroying the spell of the aureas slee?”


“Do not put that on me; do not make me responsible!”


“It is true, is it not? There are those who are alive and safe this day because of your actions. Had your queen been taken with her unborn, would it not have bolstered the enemy and demoralized your countrymen? What would have become of your family, had you not been here?”


“Stop!” The tears flowed once more. He was being cruel, so terribly cruel.




Lhean stepped toward her. “Galadheon, your Cade let you go because he wanted you to live, and because he hoped you would create a better future.”


Karigan slid back to the floor, the racking sobs overwhelming her once again. Her hands filled with tears tinted crimson.


Lhean gazed down at her for a moment, a flicker of emotion crossing his face. “Do not move,” she thought she heard him say. “I am going to retrieve the true healer.”


She was vaguely aware of him opening and closing her chamber door on his way out. She lay on her side on the cold, cold floor, her bloody tears pooling on the flagstone. Strains of a voice in song, song without words, permeated her pain. The harmony of it created peaceful images of a breeze in a spring-green wood, of a clear stream trickling over rounded cobbles. Leaves rustled, and bees buzzed on blossoms of shad and iris and cinqfoil.


Gone. Cade was gone, and she just wanted to die.


And yet, there was a clarity about her after releasing so much she had held within. Today she wanted to die of the unbearable pain, and probably tomorrow she would feel the same, but maybe, just maybe, as the song lifted her as a leaf upon the breeze, a day would come when she was ready to live again.
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[image: images]“I put Karigan’s aunts off by telling them she had duties to take care of for the king,” Mara said, hands clasped behind her back, “and I expect they will relay that to her father.”


Laren, sitting behind her worktable, rubbed her eyes. She had a mind to go shake those Eletians and demand to know what they thought they were doing. That they had given Lady Estral a voice did not appease her in the least. “What did Ben have to say?”


Mara shifted her stance. “He says that the hard weeping must have caused the shard to cut deeper inside her eye and that’s what caused the bleeding. He said,” and now she looked down at her feet, “that even if the shard came out without hurting her eye further, it’s done enough damage that she probably won’t see out of it again.”


“Damnation,” Laren said. She had held out some hope that Karigan would one day regain normal use of her eye, but now it appeared unlikely. “I trust Ben made her comfortable.”


“Gave her a draught to control the pain and sleep. She took it without argument.”


Laren frowned. Karigan accepting a draught without argument? That worried her more than the eye. “All right, we need to prevent the king from catching wind of this. He would be most . . . upset. Not that he’d do anything rash, but no need to stir him up unnecessarily.”


Mara nodded as if she knew just why the king might be upset with Eletians causing a particular Rider pain.


“On the off chance the king decided to act on his displeasure,” Laren continued, “it could sour an alliance with Eletia.”




“If it helps,” Mara said, “Lhean says he was trying to allow her to express her grief. He thought it would be very bad if she continued to keep it all inside.”


Laren thought he was probably right, but her preference would have been for Karigan to come at it in her own time. The king would not be appreciative of Lhean’s efforts if word got back to him, and Stevic G’ladheon would not be either. “I’ll have to handle her father. I’d rather he not hear of it, either.”


“If you don’t mind my saying, Captain, but as soon as her family leaves, maybe we can keep her extra busy, keep her mind off things.”


Laren nodded. They’d had to be inventive keeping the weather-stranded Riders busy over the winter with additional training, lessons, inventorying gear, working with the new horses, and so forth. “The weather seems to be breaking,” she mused, “and no doubt the king will have a number of messages to go out. Spring will be upon us soon.” Too soon, for battles with Second Empire would pick up where they left off.


“We will be busy then,” Mara said.


“Yes. We’ll see what we can do to keep Karigan occupied in the meantime. If anything changes with her condition, let me know. And make sure the Eletian’s part in this does not spread beyond the Rider wing.”


“I will, Captain.”


“Good. Dismissed.”


Cold air rushed into Laren’s chamber as Mara let herself out, and papers fluttered on her table. Karigan was grieving, and that was all she needed to know to understand what her Rider was going through. Loss, sadly, was part of life, something everyone had to experience at some point. Sometimes that loss came much too early. Laren had been of an age with Karigan when she lost her Sam, who was savagely killed by the Darrow Raiders. She still felt the pain of it, but it was more like her scar, an old wound that hurt but was not as raw as when it was fresh.


There was a knock on her door, and Mara poked her head back in. “Thought you’d want to know,” she said, “Connly just rode in.”


Laren stood. Good news at last.
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Alton D’Yer stared at the image of Trace Burns, which seemed to hover like a ghost amid a green glow. His hand rested on the smooth green of tourmaline that was the tempes stone in the center of Tower of the Heavens so he wouldn’t lose his connection to her. She was miles and miles away in Tower of the Ice, but through the magic of the tempes stones—one in each of the ten towers of the D’Yer Wall—they were able to communicate in this way. Did his image look the same to Trace in her tower as hers did to him? Kind of floaty and ghostly?


“Connly says that Estral says you are not to worry,” Trace told him.


At first when Alton heard Estral had reached Sacor City unscathed, he’d about dropped to his knees in relief. He’d been spending the last few weeks in a profound state of worry after she disappeared one day, leaving only a note in explanation. The weather had been terrible and Estral not the most experienced traveler. There were also many dangers along the road that didn’t have anything to do with the winter. He’d wanted to ride after her, but the encampment’s commander, and his fellow Riders, reminded him of his duty.


Garth volunteered to go in his stead, and though Alton felt guilty about sending him out in the weather, he could not help himself. He was sure Captain Mapstone would be unhappy. Garth was not his to command beyond business pertaining to the wall and its towers. He’d been assigned to stand watch at Tower of the Trees, not to go chasing after errant journeyman minstrels.


Now that Alton knew Estral was safe, he was angry, and it came out in his voice. “Not to worry? Not to worry she could have gotten herself killed? Lost a foot to frostbite? How am I not supposed to be worried?”


“Do you wish for me to convey your tone?” Trace asked, an eyebrow raised.


He passed his hand through his hair in an abrupt gesture. “Do as you see fit.”




Trace nodded and closed her eyes as she mentally conferred with Connly back in Sacor City. Poor Connly, whom he’d made Trace harass daily for updates on his journey to the city in hopes he would find Estral there at the castle. It was bad luck he’d been caught in snowstorms out west. More than once Alton had wished he had the same rapport with Estral that Connly shared with Trace. He wondered what it would be like to be so intimately in one another’s thoughts.


Trace’s image wavered, and she opened her eyes. “Connly says that Estral asks you to forgive her, but that she was driven by fear for her father’s well-being.”


Alton knew that. She’d been worrying since the fall about Lord Fiori having gone missing, on top of what had happened to her voice. He could not blame her for deciding to take action, and in a way, it was a good sign because previously she’d been so despondent over the loss of her voice. He just wished she’d told him in person instead of leaving a note, and had waited for the weather to improve.


Of course, if she had told him, he would’ve done his damnedest to talk her out of it. Gods, he missed her.


“I will consider forgiving her, especially if she comes back.”


Trace gave him a look.


“What? I miss her.”


She shook her head and went into her rapport with


Connly again. Eventually she told him, “Estral says that she intends to continue her search. She loves you and is sorry, but it is something she has to do.”


Alton took a deep breath and expelled it. “Could Connly, or better yet, Karigan, talk some sense into her?” He remembered belatedly that Karigan and Estral might not even be on speaking terms. When last he’d seen her, Karigan had been so angry with them both.


Trace relayed his message, then said, “Connly says he’ll speak to her about it, and that Karigan is currently indisposed.”


“Indisposed? What does he mean by that?”


“Not sure,” Trace replied. “Connly says he’ll tell me later when he knows more.”




Whatever it was, Alton was sure she was fine. She was resilient, Karigan was, and had a way of bouncing back from whatever challenges she faced. Knowing her, she was probably barely ruffled by her journey into Blackveil and the future. He dismissed her from his mind, rather more concerned about Estral.


“Connly also says . . .” Trace’s expression showed surprise. “He says that Estral has a voice again.”


“What? How? She has to come back now!” Estral’s singing had been helping to mend the cracks in the D’Yer Wall. The incorporeal spirits that were the guardians within the wall had responded to her in a way they never had to Alton. She had also been working out a riddle of music crafted by an ancestor of hers that might be the key to fixing the wall in its entirety.


“Estral says that the voice is not really hers.” Trace scrunched her brow as if trying to understand. “Somehow an Eletian has temporarily transferred the use of her voice to Estral. In order for Estral to regain her own voice, she must seek out the thief who stole it. She plans to do this while looking for her father.”


It was a mix of emotions that assailed Alton, joy that Estral had a voice, however it came about, and frustration all over again. His frustration at being helpless to aid her made him want to break something. When he was done here, he would go chop more wood. He used to pound his fist against the wall when he felt angry and helpless, but had mostly learned to channel his anger into less self-destructive activities. The cooks loved it when he needed to split wood.


“I have to go up there,” Alton said. “Talk sense into her.”


Trace looked like she was growing weary of being in the middle of this long distance discussion, but she did not express her annoyance. Instead, she closed her eyes to confer with Connly again.


At last she said, “Captain Mapstone says that you are not to leave the wall.”


“The captain is there?” Alton asked sheepishly.


“Indeed. The captain also says that Lady Estral has free will to do as she chooses, but the captain also wants you to



know she will do her best to make Lady Estral aware of the dangers.”


Well, that was something, he supposed. “I guess I should tell her about Garth.”


“I already have,” Trace replied. “The captain says that when you are next on castle grounds that you will receive a full and proper reprimand, and probably a week of laundry duty.”


“Hells,” Alton muttered. He’d always managed to keep out of trouble and never got assigned laundry duty before. Not that he foresaw himself returning to Sacor City anytime soon, so the point was moot.


Trace laughed. “The captain says she knows it may be a while before you return to Sacor City, but besides Connly being a witness, Mara is there, as well. The captain says that between the three of them, they won’t forget your punishment.”


“Great.” Captain, lieutenant, and Chief Rider, were all ganging up on him.


Trace’s expression grew troubled. “Connly is telling me about an attack on the castle. Our Riders are all right . . .” She went on to tell him the details as she received them.


“Gods,” Alton muttered when she finished. “As if we don’t have enough trouble waiting behind the wall.”


“Speaking of which,” Trace said, “the captain asks if you have anything to report.”


Alton shook his head. “Nothing of note. The forest remains quiet, and the wall is neither improving nor worsening. The guardians do seem to miss Estral. Everyone here is well, but for a few brief bouts of illness. Supplies are coming regularly from Woodhaven.”


Trace nodded as she relayed his words, then said, “I am to inform you to continue your watch, and that this communication is to end.”


“Wait! I wanted to speak with Estral again!”


“Sorry, Alton, but the captain is reminding us that Connly and I are not your personal link to communicating with Lady Estral.”


He was definitely going to chop wood. “Could you at least pass on that she is always forgiven?”




Trace nodded, closed her eyes. “It is done.” When he said nothing else, she added in a wry tone, “You’re welcome.”


“Thank you,” he replied absently.


Trace sighed. “I am going now.”


“All right. I’ll be in touch tomorrow.” He lifted his hand off the tempes stone, and Trace and her spectral green glow vanished. Though he stood in the tower, it appeared he stood surrounded by plains of drifting snow. It was the magic of the tower that made it seem a vast landscape existed within. It wasn’t exactly illusion for he could walk off into the snow, though he did not know how far, and yet it was not entirely real. Once he left the tempes stone and stepped between the columns that encircled it, the landscape would vanish and he’d be surrounded by the environs of the ordinary tower.


It was frustrating to not be allowed to go after Estral, to not be allowed to leave the wall. Before she had come into his life, he had thought of nothing but the wall. She had reawakened him to so much he’d put aside. He’d forgotten why he wanted to repair the wall. It was, of course, to maintain the protection of his homeland against Blackveil, but also the way of life of his fellow Sacoridians, and that included his way of life with all its joys. Estral had returned music to him, and laughter, all the things he’d forgotten in his obsession with trying to find a way to repair the wall.


He missed everything she had ignited in him. He knew she had a mind of her own and that if in her shoes, he too would go in search of his father and voice. He could not blame her for that, but it was all right to miss her and worry about her, wasn’t it?


He was about to leave the tower when its irascible guardian materialized out of the air. Alton had ceased being startled by Merdigen’s comings and goings. He still wasn’t clear on exactly what Merdigen was, except that he described himself as a magical “projection of the great mage, Merdigen,” and that some essence of him existed in the tempes stone.


“I have been thinking,” Merdigen said without preamble.


Uh oh, Alton thought.


“I have been thinking about the dark Sleepers and how they are able to pass through the towers.”




“Oh?” Alton had faced such a creature in Tower of the Earth and had almost perished. Sleepers were Eletians who had receded from life, as he understood it, inhabiting great trees. There were Sleepers that had been left behind in Argenthyne when Mornhavon the Black conquered it centuries ago and his touch corrupted the land into what was now Blackveil Forest, and everything within it, including the Sleepers. They were tainted Sleepers, Eletians twisted into something dark and very dangerous. No one, not even the Eletians, knew how many tainted Sleepers remained in Blackveil, but because Eletians could pass through the towers from one side of the wall to the other, so could the tainted Sleepers, which presented a serious threat, should they awaken.


“I think I have an idea about how we might protect the towers.”


“You do?” Merdigen had Alton’s full attention.


“Yes,” Merdigen replied. “I think we need kittens.”
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[image: images]Alton stared incredulously at Merdigen. Kittens? Did he expect to purr the Sleepers to death?


“I was sitting with my cat,” Merdigen said, “and thought maybe we were ready for kittens.”


Had the mage gone mad? Actually, Merdigen had always been a bit mad, but this was more so than usual. Though he’d spoken of having one before, the “cat,” as far as Alton could tell, was some figment of Merdigen’s imagination.


“I don’t have time for this.” Alton took a few more steps toward the tower wall through which he could pass into the outer world.


“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty!” Merdigen called. “Come, my Whiskers!”


Alton turned back to Merdigen and opened his mouth to tell him a thing or two, but just then an orange-tabby shape hurtled from the shadows of the tower heights and landed neatly at Merdigen’s feet. The ordinary-looking shorthair cat rubbed against Merdigen’s legs with rumbling purrs. Alton remained unmoved for he had seen Merdigen produce plenty of illusions before.


“This is my cat,” Merdigen said proudly. “He is a stray I took in. His name is Mister Whiskers.”


“Five hells,” Alton muttered. “I am going to go chop wood.” And he walked right through the wall into the cold outer world and sanity.


He made the cooks very happy that day, his ax cleaving hunks of wood into sticks that would fuel their ovens. Even in the frigid air he needed to strip down to his shirt. Swinging



the ax, feeling it bite into the wood, was far more satisfying than smashing his knuckles on the wall. If he needed pain, he only had to keep at it until he felt the strain in his muscles. His frustrations, over time, were keeping him fit, and he’d developed tough calluses on his palms.


He couldn’t mend the wall. The ax blade split the chunk of wood in half. He tossed the sticks onto a growing pile and placed another log on the stump of an old white pine that served as his chopping block.


Estral was in Sacor City and did not intend to return to the encampment, to him. The ax arced down, and when the log did not split with the first blow, he raised the ax with the wood still lodged on the blade and battered it on the block until finally it split.


He went on for some time until suddenly he felt empty, and with frustration no longer fueling him, he just felt spent. Not to mention sore, which he noticed as he pulled his greatcoat back on.


The cooks knew better than to try to persuade him to rest or stop when he was in a mood, but now they fussed over him, coaxing him into the rough log building that had been built in the fall to replace the old dining tent. Besides dining, it also served as a common room for those stationed at the wall, with a cheery fireplace at one end. The cooks fed him a good, thick stew and pan bread, served with hot tea. He was more hungry than he thought and tucked in.


Besides Estral, he found himself missing Dale. He’d sent her to stay in Tower of the Trees during Garth’s absence. He couldn’t even use the tempes stone to reach her because that tower was on the other side of the breach. He missed their casual banter and having another Rider around in whom he could confide. Dale had a way of making sure he stopped feeling sorry for himself. Idly, he wondered how she was faring with Mad Leaf, that tower’s mage. If Merdigen was a bit mad, Mad Leaf was an entirely different order of lunatic. Garth had seemed relieved to have a chance to escape to Sacor City for a while, no matter the weather.


Even as Alton thought of Dale, Captain Wallace, who oversaw the military operation at the wall, stepped inside and



stomped snow off his boots. He and Dale had been a pair for some while, and now he was seeing a lot less of her due to her assignment to Tower of the Trees.
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